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Abstract	  A	  jumper,	  a	  gardener,	  a	  doctor,	  and	  a	  slinger	  all	  walk	  into	  a	  bar;	  they	  order	  four	  liquids	  of	  varying	  viscosity	  and	  commiserate	  for	  a	  bit	  over	  tiny	  umbrellas	  and	  half-­‐eaten	  manzanilla	  olives.	  Stories	  are	  dredged	  up	  from	  the	  last	  dregs	  of	  the	  drinks,	  slurred	  yet	  relatively	  understood,	  flurries	  of	  slightly	  lucid	  prose	  sluiced	  from	  the	  annals	  of	  that	  next	  to	  last	  martini	  glass.	  Hanging	  from	  numb	  lips,	  participles	  dangle	  before	  crashing	  to	  the	  unwiped	  counter	  strewn	  with	  sentence	  fragments	  and	  forgotten	  asides.	  	  	   Hello,	  Author	  speaking—the	  real	  author,	  one	  Richard	  Montoya,	  not	  some	  narrative	  construct	  or	  self-­‐aware,	  third-­‐wall	  smashing	  narrator—here	  to	  address	  you	  directly,	  a	  pleasure	  you’ll	  enjoy	  now	  and	  never	  again	  in	  the	  preceding	  pages.	  So	  enjoy	  it	  while	  it	  lasts.	  	  I	  was	  once	  told	  that	  bars	  provide	  the	  tritest	  setting	  to	  a	  story	  imaginable.	  While	  not	  all	  of	  these	  stories	  contain	  scenes	  set	  therein	  (by	  some	  herculean	  strength	  I	  was	  able	  to	  contain	  myself)	  each	  of	  these	  stories	  does	  contain	  elements	  culled	  from	  establishments	  of	  an	  inebriating	  nature.	  Which	  is	  not	  to	  say	  I’m	  a	  proponent	  of	  the	  
write	  drunk,	  edit	  sober	  mantra,	  but	  rather	  I	  find	  that	  the	  loosest	  lips	  let	  loose	  the	  most	  interesting	  narratives.	  Unfortunately	  I	  find	  myself	  sifting	  through	  piles	  of	  inconsequence	  to	  extract	  the	  quintessence,	  which	  might	  explain,	  to	  some	  degree,	  my	  somewhat	  bibacious	  nature.	  What	  you	  hold	  in	  your	  hands	  is	  that	  reduction,	  the	  promised	  Aqua	  Vitae,	  the	  water	  of	  life,	  my	  life,	  my	  mind	  in	  flowing,	  liquidious	  form.	  Drink	  up.	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When	  faced	  with	  the	  question	  of	  the	  banality	  of	  bar-­‐stories,	  I	  contend	  that	  I	  will	  stop	  writing	  about	  bars	  when	  people	  stop	  drinking.	  	  These	  stories	  I	  find	  myself	  spinning	  also	  contain	  traces	  of	  death	  and	  dying.	  Perhaps	  I’ll	  stop	  writing	  about	  death	  when	  people	  stop	  dying,	  but	  even	  then,	  I	  doubt	  it.	  What	  would	  be	  left	  to	  write	  about?	  It	  was	  Camus	  who	  said	  “since	  we	  are	  all	  going	  to	  die,	  it’s	  obvious	  that	  when	  and	  how	  do	  not	  matter.”	  He	  is,	  I	  posit,	  dead	  wrong.	  You	  can	  quote	  me	  on	  this:	  since	  we	  are	  all	  going	  to	  die,	  and	  death	  is	  a	  constant,	  when	  and	  how	  are	  the	  only	  things	  that	  matter.	  I	  should	  think	  this	  comes	  as	  no	  surprise	  to	  anyone,	  our	  own	  mortality	  being	  spoonfed	  to	  us	  since	  toddlerhood,	  forced	  down	  our	  throats	  from	  earliest	  memories	  of	  planes	  going	  choo-­‐choo	  down	  the	  tunnel.	  So	  in	  the	  meantime,	  why	  not	  play?	  This	  concept	  of	  play,	  above	  death,	  drinking,	  and	  a	  general	  disregard	  for	  proper	  sentence	  structure,	  is	  what	  drives	  these	  pieces.	  There	  is	  fun	  to	  be	  had	  with	  knowledge.	  I	  do	  crosswords,	  play	  Scrabble,	  revel	  in	  bar	  trivia	  and	  watch	  Trebek	  before	  bed.	  This	  knowledgeable	  nonchalance	  inevitably	  leaks	  into	  my	  writing;	  I	  have	  a	  penchant	  for	  alliteration	  and	  wordplay,	  a	  love	  of	  inconvenient	  sentence	  structures,	  slant	  rhymes,	  fragments,	  run-­‐ons,	  bad	  jokes,	  key-­‐lime	  pies,	  idiosyncrasies,	  em-­‐dashes,	  en-­‐dashes,	  stichomythia,	  made-­‐up	  words,	  and	  lists.	  You’ll	  find	  this	  and	  more	  within	  these	  pages,	  the	  intended	  effect	  being	  that	  they	  are	  as	  fun	  to	  read	  as	  they	  have	  been	  to	  write.	  	  Somewhere	  in	  the	  vicinity	  of	  two	  o’clock	  the	  keep	  shouts	  last	  call	  and	  these	  characters	  slink	  from	  the	  stools,	  but	  not	  before	  depositing	  a	  pile	  of	  bills	  on	  the	  counter.	  The	  characters	  have	  left,	  but	  the	  story	  is	  not	  yet	  complete.	  So	  in	  the	  failing	  light	  of	  this	  beer-­‐soaked	  wine	  sink,	  what	  does	  one	  dollar	  bill	  say	  to	  the	  other?	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Well,	  he	  goes,	  he	  says	  to	  him,	  after	  a	  long	  day,	  see	  he’s	  a	  bit	  tired,	  maybe	  he	  hasn’t	  been	  sleeping	  well	  lately,	  the	  old	  lady	  makes	  him	  spend	  most	  nights	  on	  the	  pull-­‐out	  sofa,	  there	  have	  been	  rumors	  circulating	  at	  work	  about	  budget	  cuts,	  the	  principal	  called	  and,	  well,	  his	  kid	  is	  underperforming	  which	  is	  just	  a	  nice	  way	  to	  say	  eating	  paste,	  he	  gets	  these	  blinding	  migraines,	  and	  sometimes	  while	  driving	  he	  thinks	  there	  is	  someone	  in	  the	  passenger	  seat	  but	  there	  never	  is,	  so	  he	  turns	  to	  the	  other	  dollar	  bill,	  he	  looks	  at	  him,	  stares	  him	  down	  even,	  looks	  him	  dead	  in	  the	  eye	  and	  says:	  “Listen.	  I’m	  spent.”	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Trinity	  	   There	  was	  something	  about	  the	  wail	  of	  the	  siren	  that	  brought	  them	  from	  their	  houses	  in	  droves.	  Most	  stood	  at	  the	  threshold	  of	  their	  one-­‐room	  log	  cabins	  like	  so	  many	  flies	  trapped	  behind	  dusty	  screen	  doors.	  It	  was	  the	  sound	  alone	  that	  called	  them.	  They	  came	  without	  expectation,	  drawn	  like	  a	  flame	  to	  the	  wick,	  drawn	  like	  crude	  caricatures	  of	  humanity,	  drawn	  like	  rusty	  water	  from	  a	  rancid	  well.	  	  	   The	  siren’s	  song	  tugged	  gently	  at	  their	  ears,	  rendering	  them	  gape-­‐mouthed	  and	  wide-­‐eyed,	  and,	  like	  the	  sailors	  of	  yore,	  utterly	  useless.	  The	  men	  in	  the	  fields	  lifted	  their	  heads	  from	  their	  work,	  attempting	  in	  vain	  to	  divine	  the	  source	  of	  the	  curious	  noise.	  	  	   The	  sound,	  though	  somewhat	  familiar,	  was	  different	  than	  any	  they	  had	  heard	  before.	  It	  lacked	  the	  morbidity	  of	  the	  ambulance’s	  grieving	  howl.	  No,	  this	  siren	  demanded	  attention	  as	  it	  echoed	  across	  the	  dusty,	  flat	  terrain,	  this	  Pajarito	  Plateau.	  When	  a	  booming	  voice	  rang	  out,	  some	  of	  the	  homesteaders’	  children	  believed	  it	  to	  be	  the	  voice	  of	  their	  creator,	  but	  those	  who	  spoke	  broken	  English	  understood	  enough	  to	  know	  better.	  	  	   “Papá,	  qué	  es	  eso?”	  When	  he	  received	  no	  reply,	  Guermo	  pulled	  at	  his	  father’s	  pant	  leg	  and	  repeated	  his	  question	  in	  earnest,	  “Papa,	  what	  is	  it	  saying?”	  Braced	  within	  the	  doorway,	  Guillermo	  Benavides	  solemnly	  crossed	  himself	  and	  patted	  his	  son	  once	  on	  the	  head.	  The	  boy	  could	  faintly	  hear	  his	  mother	  weeping	  into	  her	  apron	  over	  the	  siren’s	  cries.	  She	  had	  not	  cried	  this	  way	  since	  his	  little	  brother	  had	  passed	  the	  previous	  winter.	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   Guermo’s	  full	  name	  was	  Guillermo	  Sancho	  Abel	  Benavides	  IV,	  a	  mouthful	  for	  anyone.	  His	  younger	  brother,	  unable	  or	  unwilling	  to	  pronounce	  the	  intricate	  name,	  had	  styled	  him	  Guermo	  before	  succumbing	  to	  pneumonia	  at	  the	  age	  of	  three,	  and	  the	  apodo	  stuck.	  	  	   The	  family	  sat	  around	  the	  dinner	  table	  to	  sup	  in	  silence.	  Guermo	  knew	  better	  than	  to	  ask	  again	  about	  the	  mysterious	  siren	  that	  had	  only	  recently	  subsided.	  While	  he	  nibbled	  at	  the	  edge	  of	  his	  corn	  tortilla,	  questions	  nibbled	  at	  the	  back	  of	  his	  mind.	  His	  mother	  had	  quickly	  prepared	  a	  meal	  of	  pinto	  beans	  and	  rice,	  typical	  fare,	  but	  Guermo	  could	  taste	  her	  tears	  in	  the	  saltiness	  of	  the	  beans	  and	  the	  melancholy	  of	  the	  rice.	  His	  father’s	  deeply	  lined	  face	  betrayed	  no	  emotion.	  	   That	  night,	  Guermo	  dreamt	  of	  death.	  Though	  his	  body	  never	  left	  the	  sheets,	  he	  could	  see	  the	  entire	  landscape	  from	  his	  vantage	  point	  high	  in	  the	  atmosphere.	  In	  a	  flash	  of	  light,	  the	  clouds	  tore	  open	  to	  release	  a	  torrent	  of	  emerald	  shards	  of	  glass.	  The	  glass	  fell	  like	  massive	  daggers	  from	  heaven,	  tearing	  apart	  the	  Pajarito	  Plateau.	  Guermo	  jolted	  awake	  and	  his	  entire	  body	  convulsed	  for	  just	  a	  moment,	  the	  image	  of	  a	  cow	  bisected	  by	  a	  thin	  pane	  of	  bright	  green	  glass	  fresh	  in	  his	  mind.	  He	  dug	  his	  fists	  into	  his	  eyes	  until	  the	  images	  of	  freshly	  severed	  entrails	  against	  glass	  subsided	  into	  an	  undulating	  web	  of	  color	  projected	  against	  the	  inside	  of	  his	  eyelids.	  	  	   Beside	  him	  in	  the	  bed	  they	  shared,	  Guermo’s	  parents	  showed	  little	  reaction	  to	  the	  boy’s	  sudden	  outburst,	  for	  he	  was	  prone	  to	  night	  terrors.	  After	  a	  moment,	  his	  mother	  turned	  to	  face	  him	  and	  placed	  his	  head	  against	  her	  breast.	  She	  whispered,	  “Hush,	  mi’jito.	  If	  you	  keep	  having	  bad	  dreams	  you’ll	  wake	  all	  Pajarito.”	  The	  sound	  of	  his	  mother’s	  heartbeat	  soothed	  the	  boy.	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   In	  the	  dead	  of	  night,	  the	  Pajarito	  Plateau	  was	  left	  to	  cool	  in	  the	  waning	  light	  of	  the	  moon.	  When	  Guermo	  woke	  with	  a	  start,	  the	  plateau	  felt	  it	  and	  in	  turn	  was	  woken	  from	  a	  dream	  of	  its	  own.	  In	  the	  dream,	  shaking	  countless	  years	  of	  dust	  off	  its	  wings,	  Pajarito	  had	  taken	  to	  the	  skies	  in	  one	  mighty	  bound	  and	  soared	  high	  above	  Los	  Alamos.	  When	  the	  young	  boy	  cried	  out	  to	  the	  empty	  night,	  Pajarito	  was	  blinded	  by	  a	  flash	  of	  light	  that	  illuminated	  every	  crag,	  spire	  and	  crevice	  for	  miles	  around.	  In	  that	  instant,	  he	  plummeted	  from	  the	  sky.	  Now,	  no	  matter	  how	  he	  tried,	  the	  plateau	  could	  not	  fall	  back	  asleep.	  Pajarito	  was	  restless,	  but	  could	  no	  more	  toss	  and	  turn	  than	  he	  could	  take	  to	  the	  sky.	  Long	  ago,	  he	  had	  been	  a	  mighty	  mountain,	  a	  monument	  to	  la	  
madre	  tierra,	  but	  now	  he	  lacked	  such	  majesty.	  Sleep	  came	  slowly,	  and	  just	  as	  he	  was	  about	  to	  retire	  once	  more,	  Pajarito	  remembered	  a	  time	  of	  eternal	  frigid	  darkness,	  when	  a	  mass	  of	  ice	  laid	  him	  to	  rest.	  	  	   	  The	  deep	  treads	  of	  heavy	  military	  tires	  dug	  into	  the	  plateau,	  a	  caravan	  like	  none	  Los	  Alamos	  had	  ever	  seen.	  They	  came	  bearing	  rifles	  and	  ignorance,	  and	  thoughts	  of	  science	  that	  might	  as	  well	  have	  been	  magic.	  In	  the	  back	  of	  one	  of	  these	  vehicles	  sat	  a	  man	  in	  his	  mid-­‐forties.	  He	  was	  a	  Harvard	  man,	  a	  fact	  he	  made	  evident	  whenever	  possible.	  There	  was	  a	  certain	  animal	  magnetism	  about	  him,	  which	  is	  to	  say	  he	  was	  as	  charismatic	  as	  he	  was	  intelligent,	  a	  combination	  that	  might	  have	  bred	  megalomania	  in	  weaker-­‐minded	  men.	  He	  wore	  a	  lieutenant	  colonel’s	  uniform,	  though	  he	  had	  no	  military	  rank.	  He	  had	  the	  body	  not	  of	  a	  heavy	  lifter,	  but	  that	  of	  a	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heavy	  reader,	  which	  might	  explain	  how	  he	  had	  failed	  so	  miserably	  at	  the	  Army	  physical	  test.	  Or,	  it	  could	  have	  been	  the	  chronic	  tuberculosis.	  	   He	  was	  not	  a	  man	  of	  violence	  but	  rather	  a	  man	  of	  science	  and,	  as	  the	  jeep	  crunched	  noisily	  through	  the	  breaking	  daylight,	  he	  wondered	  if	  he	  would	  be	  remembered	  as	  such.	  “Dr.	  Oppenheimer,	  we’re	  on	  approach	  to	  the	  Payjurito	  Plateau…	  ETA	  0500	  hours.”	  	   Doctor	  Oppenheimer’s	  full	  name	  was	  Julius	  Robert	  Oppenheimer,	  but	  in	  college	  they	  called	  him	  “The	  Hymen	  Opener,”	  whether	  out	  of	  reverence	  or	  jest	  he	  never	  quite	  knew.	  	  	  	  	   To	  her,	  the	  tiny	  creases	  in	  the	  skirt	  appeared	  as	  deep	  chasms,	  and	  she	  couldn’t	  quite	  keep	  her	  hands	  from	  incessantly	  smoothing	  the	  banana-­‐pudding	  colored	  cloth.	  It	  contrasted	  well	  against	  her	  slightly	  tanned	  skin—coffee,	  four	  cream,	  two	  sugar.	  Her	  scalp	  hurt	  right	  at	  the	  hairline,	  an	  unusual	  pain	  probably	  caused	  by	  the	  tight	  bun	  her	  mother	  had	  cinched	  earlier	  that	  morning.	  Cassandra	  could	  almost	  hear	  her	  mother	  seething	  now,	  “Cass,	  I	  swear,	  what	  will	  we	  do	  with	  all	  this	  hair?”	  She	  pulled	  at	  the	  hairpins,	  not	  only	  satisfying	  her	  strained	  scalp	  but	  also	  reveling	  in	  the	  small	  opportunity	  to	  defy	  her	  mother’s	  wishes.	  	  	   Her	  mind,	  freed	  like	  her	  hair	  from	  the	  constricting	  bun,	  travelled	  now	  to	  the	  places	  she	  had	  learned	  about	  in	  geography	  class.	  Exotic	  locales	  where	  men	  wore	  hats	  she	  could	  not	  possibly	  begin	  to	  fathom	  and	  women	  shrouded	  themselves	  in	  mystery	  and	  thick	  heady	  scents.	  She	  yearned	  for	  these	  places,	  yearned	  to	  see	  the	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world	  she	  had	  learned	  about	  as	  a	  child	  from	  picture	  books	  and	  radio	  broadcasts,	  yearned	  to	  put	  the	  entire	  damned	  state	  of	  Tennessee	  behind	  her.	  	  	   The	  room	  she	  sat	  in	  could	  not	  be	  further	  from	  her	  idyllic	  daydreaming.	  She	  sat	  in	  a	  blue	  chair,	  in	  a	  row	  of	  blue	  chairs,	  each	  of	  which	  was	  identical	  and	  tucked	  against	  a	  blank	  white	  wall.	  To	  her	  right	  the	  chairs	  contained	  girls	  about	  her	  own	  age,	  eighteen	  or	  so	  by	  the	  looks	  of	  them.	  Some	  idly	  smacked	  bubblegum	  while	  others	  scoffed	  at	  the	  gaudy	  pink	  bubbles.	  “Cassandra?	  Cassandra	  Mierzwack?”	  She	  rose	  to	  the	  beckoning	  voice	  and	  entered	  a	  doorway	  at	  the	  end	  of	  the	  hall.	  In	  this	  room,	  she	  met	  a	  man	  with	  a	  thick	  cigar	  protruding	  from	  his	  knife-­‐slit	  grin	  who	  thought	  she	  was	  swell	  for	  the	  job.	  Thought	  she	  would	  do	  just	  fine.	  	  	  	   Guermo	  stood	  before	  the	  well	  with	  a	  grim	  look	  of	  determination	  on	  his	  face.	  The	  water	  was	  unclean,	  alkalinized,	  but	  the	  homesteaders	  knew	  nothing	  of	  chemistry	  or	  the	  effects	  of	  alkali	  on	  the	  human	  body.	  Guermo	  hauled	  the	  pail	  to	  his	  midsection,	  sloshing	  the	  water	  on	  his	  trousers	  before	  going	  on	  his	  way.	  As	  he	  trudged	  home,	  his	  mind	  raced.	  The	  mysterious	  siren	  had	  been	  playing	  in	  his	  mind	  since	  he	  heard	  it	  yesterday.	  	   He	  could	  see	  his	  house	  in	  the	  distance	  and,	  when	  a	  plume	  of	  dirt	  tore	  a	  path	  directly	  toward	  his	  door,	  a	  lump	  the	  size	  of	  a	  tomatillo	  materialized	  in	  his	  stomach	  and	  worked	  its	  way	  up	  his	  throat.	  He	  dropped	  the	  pail	  and	  tore	  off	  toward	  the	  dissipating	  curl	  of	  dust	  surrounding	  his	  doorway.	  	  When	  the	  dust	  cleared,	  Guermo	  slowed	  to	  a	  walk,	  and	  when	  he	  saw	  the	  man	  standing	  in	  his	  doorway,	  speaking	  English,	  he	  stopped	  advancing.	  The	  gentleman	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stood	  upright,	  straight	  like	  a	  log	  of	  cottonwood,	  and	  wore	  a	  military	  uniform	  the	  color	  of	  atole.	  He	  was	  young,	  no	  more	  than	  twenty,	  though	  he	  carried	  himself	  with	  the	  importance	  of	  an	  elder.	  Guermo	  considered	  walking	  past	  the	  man	  into	  his	  house,	  considered	  curling	  up	  in	  the	  arms	  of	  his	  mother,	  but	  reconsidered	  immediately	  upon	  reading	  the	  disconcerted	  expression	  that	  plagued	  his	  father’s	  weary	  face.	  	  	   The	  soldier	  spoke	  slowly,	  enunciating	  each	  syllable:	  “Sir.	  You	  were	  given	  ample	  warning	  and	  twenty-­‐four	  hours	  to	  evacuate	  the	  premises.	  By	  the	  power	  of	  eminent	  domain	  vested	  in	  the	  U.S.	  Government	  by	  way	  of	  the	  Constitution,	  we	  are	  repossessing	  the	  Los	  Alamos	  Ranch	  School	  and	  all	  surrounding	  homesteads.	  We	  mean	  you	  no	  harm,	  but	  you	  need	  to	  leave.	  You	  are	  entitled	  to	  seven	  dollars	  per	  acre,	  providing	  you	  have	  kept	  up	  with	  your	  property	  taxes.”	  	   “Property	  taxes?	  The	  Sandoval	  County	  Courthouse	  is	  over	  eighty-­‐five	  miles	  away,	  carajo.”	  Guermo	  cringed	  at	  his	  father’s	  use	  of	  profanity.	  “If	  I	  make	  that	  walk,	  livestock	  dies.	  We’re	  not	  going	  anywhere.	  This	  is	  my	  land.	  La	  tierra	  de	  mi	  gente.”	  	  	   “I	  understand	  your	  concern,	  sir,	  however	  a	  failure	  to	  pay	  property	  taxes	  renders	  you	  ineligible	  for	  compensation	  from	  the	  U.S.	  Government	  for	  your	  property.	  I’m	  afraid	  you	  and	  your	  famil—”	  The	  man	  stopped	  midsentence.	  Guermo	  shook	  his	  head,	  attempting	  to	  clear	  it	  from	  the	  dust	  he	  thought	  was	  surely	  playing	  a	  trick	  on	  his	  eyes.	  His	  mother	  stood	  in	  the	  doorway,	  a	  rifle	  leveled	  at	  the	  uniformed	  man’s	  chest.	  Tears	  streamed	  down	  her	  face,	  forging	  rivers	  through	  her	  wrinkled	  face.	  His	  mother	  spoke	  now,	  a	  stream	  of	  words	  careened	  from	  her	  mouth	  so	  quickly	  they	  became	  one	  indistinct	  sound.	  The	  soldier	  collected	  himself	  quickly	  and	  drew	  his	  pistol	  while	  yelling	  to	  the	  woman	  to	  lower	  her	  weapon.	  The	  two	  voices	  combined	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and	  escalated	  and	  intertwined,	  becoming	  inseparable.	  A	  thunderous	  clap	  cleaved	  through	  the	  chaos,	  leaving	  a	  harsh	  ringing	  that	  engulfed	  Guermo’s	  head	  and	  rendered	  his	  vision	  temporarily	  indistinct.	  	  He	  rubbed	  his	  eyes,	  clearing	  his	  vision	  in	  time	  to	  witness	  his	  mother	  fall	  to	  the	  ground,	  his	  father’s	  rifle	  tight	  in	  her	  grip.	  A	  tight,	  black	  rose	  seemed	  to	  bloom	  in	  her	  chest	  where	  she	  lay	  on	  the	  ground,	  her	  eyes	  focused	  on	  some	  distant	  horror.	  	  The	  man	  dropped	  to	  his	  knees,	  staring	  in	  disbelief	  at	  the	  pistol	  that	  had	  fired	  the	  shot.	  	  He	  let	  the	  gun	  fall	  to	  the	  ground	  where	  it	  fired	  once	  more,	  burying	  a	  bullet	  deep	  within	  the	  cabin’s	  sturdy	  wooden	  walls.	  After	  a	  moment,	  his	  father’s	  expression	  shattered.	  He	  flared	  his	  nostrils	  as	  Guermo	  had	  only	  seen	  bulls	  do.	  His	  eyebrows	  burrowed	  toward	  his	  nose,	  furrowed	  to	  such	  a	  degree	  that	  they	  buried	  his	  enraged	  eyes.	  	  In	  one	  swift	  motion,	  Guillermo	  Benavides	  had	  crossed	  the	  short	  distance	  between	  himself	  and	  the	  soldier,	  swiftly	  bringing	  his	  shinbone	  to	  the	  man’s	  temple.	  The	  uniformed	  young	  man	  fell	  into	  himself	  like	  a	  collapsing	  accordion,	  and	  within	  moments,	  three	  soldiers	  from	  the	  nearby	  vehicle	  surrounded	  Guillermo	  with	  weapons	  drawn	  and,	  after	  striking	  his	  kneecap	  with	  the	  butt	  of	  a	  rifle,	  allowed	  his	  limp	  body	  to	  rest	  against	  the	  outside	  of	  his	  cabin.	  	  That	  night,	  the	  Pajarito	  Plateau	  overran	  with	  thick,	  dark	  brown	  mud,	  the	  kind	  that	  grabs	  at	  soles	  and	  doesn’t	  want	  to	  let	  go.	  Shots	  rang	  like	  thunder	  across	  the	  flat	  expanse	  as	  soldiers	  delicately	  placed	  single	  bullets	  into	  every	  skull	  of	  the	  homesteaders’	  livestock.	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Over	  one	  thousand	  miles	  from	  Los	  Alamos,	  the	  largest	  building	  in	  the	  world	  had	  been	  constructed	  to	  serve	  a	  clandestine	  purpose.	  Known	  only	  as	  the	  X-­‐10	  site,	  this	  facility	  was	  built	  nowhere,	  in	  a	  town	  without	  a	  name	  somewhere	  east	  of	  Nashville,	  Tennessee.	  This	  building,	  composed	  of	  over	  forty-­‐four	  acres,	  employed	  over	  70,000	  workers	  who	  lived	  in	  surrounding	  domiciles	  made	  of	  asbestos	  and	  concrete.	  The	  workers	  made	  the	  best	  of	  their	  meager	  living	  spaces,	  and	  Cassandra	  was	  no	  exception.	  Her	  room	  with	  its	  tight	  walls,	  bunk	  beds,	  and	  single	  light	  was	  empty	  for	  the	  time	  being.	  A	  small	  note	  lay	  unfinished	  on	  the	  solitary	  desk,	  written	  in	  swirling	  cursive	  and	  dark	  black	  ink,	  made	  solemn	  with	  the	  addition	  of	  salinity	  brought	  on	  by	  the	  tears	  that	  dappled	  the	  white	  paper.	  Mother,	  There	  is	  little	  to	  say	  of	  the	  work	  I	  do	  here.	  I	  sit	  at	  a	  metal	  panel	  all	  day	  and	  I	  turn	  at	  knobs.	  I	  write	  numbers	  very	  small	  on	  a	  clipboard	  chained	  to	  the	  panel.	  I	  miss	  home,	  and	  the	  boys.	  I	  miss	  Father	  and	  you	  and	  I	  miss	  home	  cooked	  meals.	  The	  cafeterias	  here	  are	  just	  awful,	  the	  menu	  hardly	  changes!	  If	  I	  see	  another	  piece	  of	  hardtack	  I	  think	  I	  shall	  be	  sick.	  I	  won’t	  say	  more,	  I’m	  sure	  they	  will	  be	  reading	  this	  letter	  before	  it	  is	  mailed.	  	  There	  is	  one	  more	  thing	  however,	  and	  I	  think	  I	  shall	  fret	  for	  not	  having	  written	  it	  earlier—	  The	  unfinished,	  unsigned	  letter	  fluttered	  now,	  pushed	  by	  some	  wind	  from	  the	  open	  pane	  of	  glass	  separating	  the	  small	  room	  from	  surrounding	  hills.	  Another	  gust	  sent	  the	  letter	  floating	  to	  the	  ground	  where	  it	  landed	  amongst	  the	  dust	  and	  the	  dirt	  and	  the	  crumbling	  asbestos.	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  The	  homesteaders’	  cabins	  whose	  dusty	  screen	  doors	  once	  barred	  their	  inhabitants	  from	  harsh	  realities	  were	  requisitioned	  as	  housing	  for	  the	  project’s	  constituents.	  The	  military	  referred	  to	  it	  as	  Site-­‐Y,	  but	  the	  surrounding	  populace	  only	  knew	  it	  as	  “the	  hill.”	  To	  the	  outside	  world,	  the	  base	  was	  nothing.	  The	  town	  and	  the	  homesteads,	  indeed	  Pajarito	  itself,	  simply	  ceased	  to	  exist,	  identifiable	  only	  by	  the	  P.O.	  Box	  number:	  1663.	  	  Oppenheimer	  strolled	  the	  halls	  of	  what	  was	  once	  the	  Los	  Alamos	  Ranch	  School.	  The	  classrooms	  that	  had	  once	  housed	  eager	  and	  youthful	  minds	  now	  housed	  aged	  minds	  of	  unfathomable	  brilliance	  focused	  on	  one	  particular	  goal.	  Passing	  innumerable	  doorways,	  Oppenheimer	  was	  pleased	  with	  the	  progress	  of	  the	  project.	  	  His	  lab	  coat	  billowed	  with	  his	  brisk	  step	  and	  he	  perpetually	  pushed	  the	  sharp	  horn-­‐rimmed	  glasses	  up	  the	  bridge	  of	  his	  nose,	  the	  same	  nose	  that	  had	  taken	  a	  slight	  curve	  to	  the	  left	  for	  seemingly	  no	  reason	  some	  years	  ago.	  A	  gruff	  voice	  interrupted	  his	  reverie.	  “Well	  if	  it	  isn’t	  Doc	  Opp	  himself.	  Glad	  to	  see	  you	  finally	  got	  rid	  of	  that	  bullshit	  uniform.”	  “Ah,	  Lieutenant	  Groves.	  Chipper	  as	  always,	  I	  see.”	  “Damn	  straight.	  Smell	  that	  New	  Mexico	  air.	  Smells	  like	  virgin	  blood.	  Now,	  Doc,	  you	  know	  I	  don’t	  like	  breathing	  down	  your	  neck,	  you	  science	  types	  keep	  to	  yourselves	  and	  it	  makes	  me	  feel	  like	  a	  queer,	  but	  FDR	  is	  gettin’	  on	  my	  dick	  so	  I’m	  gettin’	  on	  yours	  and	  you	  don’t	  want	  me	  on	  your	  dick,	  son.”	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“No,	  Lieutenant.	  I	  would	  prefer	  not	  to	  have	  you	  on	  my,	  ah…	  dick.”	  Lieutenant	  Groves’	  full	  name	  was	  Leslie	  Richard	  Groves	  Jr.,	  but	  only	  his	  mother	  called	  him	  Leslie.	  His	  friends	  called	  him	  Dick,	  and	  he	  liked	  to	  think	  that	  his	  enemies	  did	  too.	  	  “That’s	  right.	  That’s	  right.	  No	  you	  would	  not.	  So	  have	  out	  with	  it.	  When	  are	  we	  going	  to	  see	  this	  Thin	  Man	  in	  action?”	  “Thin	  Man	  is	  a	  no	  go,	  I	  filed	  a	  report	  to	  that	  effect	  yesterday	  morning.	  It’s	  The	  Gadget	  you	  want	  to	  see,	  but	  before	  we	  can	  even	  begin	  thinking	  about	  a	  field	  test,	  I	  need	  more	  uranium-­‐235.	  If	  you	  give	  me	  that	  uranium,	  Lieutenant	  Groves,	  I’ll	  give	  you	  a	  show.”	  	  
Hail	  Mary,	  full	  of	  grace	  The	  funeral	  had	  been	  brief	  the	  lord	  is	  with	  thee	  The	  hole	  was	  dug	  blessed	  art	  thou	  amongst	  women	  The	  body	  descended	  and	  blessed	  is	  the	  
fruit	  of	  thy	  womb	  The	  dirt	  returned	  Jesus.	  Holy	  Mary	  Earth	  to	  earth	  mother	  of	  god	  Ashes	  to	  ashes	  pray	  for	  us	  sinners	  Dust	  to	  dust	  now	  and	  at	  the	  hour	  of	  our	  death.	  They	  had	  recited	  some	  prayers	  over	  her	  grave,	  and	  a	  small	  cross	  was	  erected	  at	  its	  head.	  A	  rosary,	  made	  of	  bright	  teal	  beads,	  was	  draped	  across	  the	  makeshift	  cross.	  Amen.	  	  Guermo’s	  father	  walked	  with	  a	  limp	  now,	  his	  entire	  body	  slanted	  to	  the	  side	  as	  if	  one	  leg	  were	  dramatically	  longer	  than	  the	  other.	  The	  boy	  still	  understood	  very	  little	  of	  the	  circumstances	  that	  had	  altered	  his	  life	  in	  such	  a	  stark	  manner.	  He	  had	  cried	  on	  his	  mother’s	  grave,	  let	  the	  tears	  fall	  from	  his	  cheeks	  onto	  the	  recently	  packed	  dirt,	  imagining	  beautiful	  flowers	  would	  bloom	  where	  the	  droplets	  bore	  into	  the	  ground.	  	  Little	  would	  grow	  there,	  in	  the	  coming	  years.	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Guermo’s	  eyes	  distended,	  puffy	  circlets	  of	  anguish,	  and	  he	  did	  all	  he	  could	  to	  keep	  from	  bawling	  in	  the	  presence	  of	  his	  father’s	  unfeeling	  demeanor.	  When	  it	  felt	  as	  if	  a	  weight	  had	  attached	  itself	  to	  his	  heart,	  metal	  hooks	  and	  fraying	  rope,	  pulling	  it	  slowly	  toward	  his	  feet,	  he	  took	  to	  imagining	  himself	  as	  a	  tortuga,	  plodding	  slowly	  through	  life	  toward	  unknown	  destinations.	  He	  liked	  the	  comparison.	  If	  turtles	  with	  their	  heavy	  shells	  and	  old	  knees	  could	  survive	  for	  hundreds	  of	  years,	  then	  so	  could	  he.	  He	  already	  carried	  his	  life	  on	  his	  back	  anyway,	  a	  small	  pack	  of	  harshly	  woven	  blanket	  filled	  with	  odds	  and	  ends,	  a	  tin	  plate,	  cup,	  a	  crust	  of	  bread	  he	  had	  been	  saving	  for	  weeks.	  He	  imagined	  himself	  pulling	  his	  neck,	  legs,	  and	  arms	  inside	  a	  great	  grey	  shell,	  and	  living	  out	  the	  remainder	  of	  his	  life	  undisturbed	  by	  the	  external	  world.	  	  Deep	  within	  the	  larger	  X-­‐10	  site,	  it	  was	  the	  Y-­‐12	  National	  Security	  Complex	  that	  Oppenheimer	  depended	  on,	  an	  electromagnetic	  isotope	  separation	  plant	  that	  ran	  on	  14,700	  tons	  of	  silver	  coinage	  taken	  from	  the	  U.S.	  treasury,	  and	  the	  sweat	  of	  young,	  high-­‐school	  educated	  women.	  Thousands	  of	  these	  post-­‐high	  school	  girls	  in	  headsets	  sat	  before	  calutron	  panels,	  watching	  meters	  and	  adjusting	  dials	  that	  controlled	  the	  miles	  of	  underground	  tunnel	  in	  which	  atoms	  were	  smashed	  together	  by	  massive	  high-­‐powered	  magnets.	  	  They	  felt	  like	  tired,	  overworked	  gods.	  	  Cassandra	  chewed	  at	  her	  knuckle,	  watching	  the	  needle	  periodically	  spike.	  She	  was	  under	  strict	  orders	  to	  slam	  the	  unlabeled	  button	  situated	  at	  her	  right	  if	  it	  ever	  exceeded	  16,000.	  	  She	  squinted	  at	  the	  needle	  and	  it	  jumped	  to	  11,000.	  She	  switched	  to	  her	  nail,	  then	  back	  to	  her	  thumb.	  The	  noise	  was	  almost	  unbearable.	  Every	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mechanical	  bang	  or	  screech	  echoed	  down	  the	  miles	  of	  concrete	  tunnel,	  reverberating	  beneath	  the	  earth.	  11,500.	  Cassandra’s	  skin	  was	  milky	  white,	  a	  stark	  contrast	  from	  the	  warm	  tan	  it	  had	  been	  before	  she	  took	  the	  job.	  12,500.	  	  She	  continued	  to	  gnaw	  on	  her	  thumb,	  dwelling	  on	  the	  small	  clumps	  of	  hair	  she	  had	  seen	  spiraling	  down	  the	  drain	  in	  the	  communal	  bathroom	  during	  her	  morning	  showers.	  14,500.	  Her	  stomach	  growled	  aggressively	  and	  she	  was	  sure	  the	  girls	  miles	  down	  the	  tunnel	  could	  hear	  its	  echoing	  fury.	  16,500.	  She	  could	  taste	  the	  blood	  from	  her	  thumb	  long	  after	  it	  left	  her	  mouth	  to	  activate	  the	  peculiar	  button.	  	  	  In	  a	  bunker	  ten	  miles	  from	  ground	  zero,	  a	  radio	  cackled	  maniacally	  to	  life.	  It	  was	  three	  in	  the	  morning.	  The	  one-­‐hour	  countdown	  began	  at	  the	  White	  Sands	  Proving	  ground.	  “Doc,	  do	  you	  read	  me?	  Over.”	  It	  was	  Lieutenant	  Groves.	  Oppenheimer	  eyed	  the	  radio	  wearily,	  fully	  aware	  of	  the	  verbal	  onslaught	  that	  would	  ensue	  if	  he	  did	  not	  respond.	  	  “Loud	  and	  clear,	  over.”	  “I’m	  sitting	  here	  with	  Dr.	  Rabi,	  he	  wants	  in	  on	  the	  pool.	  Says	  18	  kilotons.	  Over.”	  The	  physicists	  had	  a	  fairly	  hefty	  betting	  pool	  going	  and,	  although	  Oppenheimer	  detested	  gambling	  on	  something	  of	  national	  importance,	  he	  marked	  Isidor’s	  prediction	  on	  the	  wall	  chart	  in	  the	  bunker.	  Some	  scientists	  had	  bet	  rather	  reservedly,	  proposing	  0	  kilotons	  of	  TNT	  at	  detonation,	  a	  dud.	  Other	  physicists	  predicted	  the	  destruction	  of	  the	  state	  of	  New	  Mexico.	  A	  few	  of	  the	  more	  anxious	  physicists	  predicted	  the	  ignition	  of	  the	  atmosphere	  and	  total	  annihilation	  of	  the	  earth.	  These	  physicists	  declined	  to	  be	  present	  at	  the	  test.	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The	  clouds	  hung	  heavy	  in	  the	  sky,	  poised	  as	  a	  guillotine’s	  blade	  to	  deliver	  on	  their	  promise	  of	  rain.	  Four	  o’clock	  came	  and	  went.	  The	  fear	  of	  lightning	  kept	  the	  men	  from	  initiating	  the	  test,	  proving	  that	  mother	  nature	  still	  had	  some	  say	  in	  the	  matter.	  They	  stood	  inside	  their	  respective	  bunkers	  with	  hands	  in	  their	  back	  pockets.	  Some	  nervously	  puffed	  at	  cigarettes	  while	  others	  played	  cards.	  Anything	  to	  keep	  their	  minds	  off	  the	  impending	  destruction.	  	  At	  ten	  minutes	  after	  five,	  the	  clouds	  had	  dissipated,	  removing	  any	  fear	  that	  a	  lightning	  strike	  would	  cause	  an	  early	  detonation,	  and	  the	  twenty-­‐minute	  countdown	  began.	  	  	  Guermo	  had	  not	  slept	  well	  in	  months.	  His	  dreams	  accompanied	  him	  wherever	  he	  went,	  never	  allowing	  him	  to	  forget	  the	  tragedy	  that	  befell	  his	  family.	  He	  slipped	  out	  of	  the	  bedroll	  quietly,	  careful	  not	  to	  disturb	  his	  drunken	  father.	  His	  eyes	  slowly	  adjusted	  to	  the	  dark	  and	  he	  shuffled	  his	  feet	  slowly	  to	  a	  nearby	  ridge.	  He	  began	  to	  pee,	  and,	  as	  he	  did	  so,	  he	  gazed	  upward	  at	  the	  waning	  stars.	  Within	  those	  milky	  depths	  the	  boy	  could	  see	  everyone	  and	  everything	  he	  had	  ever	  lost.	  Every	  point	  of	  light	  represented	  someone	  gone	  from	  the	  earth,	  this	  he	  knew,	  and	  the	  sky	  was	  full	  to	  bursting	  with	  them.	  He	  wondered	  if	  he	  would	  live	  to	  see	  the	  day,	  or	  rather	  night,	  when	  the	  sky	  ran	  out	  of	  room.	  All	  darkness	  would	  be	  banished	  from	  this	  world,	  and	  the	  night	  sky	  would	  shine	  a	  brilliant,	  uninterrupted	  white.	  For	  now,	  though,	  he	  appreciated	  the	  darkness	  and	  the	  time	  for	  personal	  grieving	  it	  provided.	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The	  sun	  rose	  in	  an	  instant.	  Guermo	  fell	  back	  in	  astonishment	  and	  pee	  trickled	  down	  his	  pant	  leg.	  A	  plume	  of	  smoke,	  black	  as	  death,	  consumed	  the	  ball	  of	  fire.	  That’s	  when	  Guermo	  knew	  the	  Second	  Coming	  had	  arrived.	  The	  young	  boy	  closed	  his	  eyes	  and	  waited	  for	  rapture.	  	  She	  rapped	  on	  the	  door	  once	  more.	  A	  spackling	  of	  red	  appeared	  against	  the	  door’s	  grain,	  fresh	  from	  her	  bitten	  knuckle.	  Wafting	  from	  beneath	  the	  doorframe,	  Cassandra	  could	  hear	  explosions	  of	  radio	  static	  and	  a	  distinctive	  tinkling	  particular	  to	  glasses	  fit	  for	  champagne.	  She	  had	  come	  to	  see	  the	  man	  with	  the	  knife-­‐slit	  grin,	  the	  one	  who	  had	  hired	  her,	  and	  she	  came	  bearing	  an	  envelope.	  Within	  the	  sealed	  paper	  was	  her	  letter	  of	  resignation.	  A	  few	  tufts	  of	  added	  hair	  for	  measure.	  She	  opened	  the	  door	  and	  was	  swept	  up	  by	  a	  uniformed	  man	  intent	  on	  swing-­‐dancing	  with	  her	  emaciated	  form.	  She	  wrenched	  herself	  from	  his	  arms,	  reeling	  to	  meet	  the	  voice	  that	  jovially	  addressed	  her.	  “Miss	  Mierzwack,	  is	  it	  not?	  I	  can’t	  always	  seem	  to	  recall	  all	  of	  my	  underground	  angels,	  but	  who	  could	  forget	  a	  face	  like	  that?”	  She	  stammered	  but	  was	  cut	  off	  with	  a	  stream	  of	  garbled	  static	  over	  the	  military	  radio	  that	  elicited	  a	  cheer	  from	  the	  men	  drinking	  out	  of	  stemware	  and	  flasks	  alike.	  	  She	  handed	  him	  the	  envelope	  and	  barely	  heard	  herself	  say	  she	  quit	  over	  the	  raucous	  elation.	  He	  exhaled	  a	  plume	  of	  cigar	  smoke	  and	  said,	  “Hear	  that	  radio?	  That’s	  the	  song	  of	  your	  contract	  being	  renewed.”	  He	  touched	  his	  cigar	  to	  the	  edge	  of	  the	  envelope.	  “The	  fun	  part	  hasn’t	  even	  started	  yet.”	  She	  looked	  on	  in	  fear	  as	  the	  envelope	  went	  up	  in	  flames,	  but	  not	  even	  the	  acrid	  smell	  of	  her	  burning	  hair	  could	  smooth	  that	  carved-­‐out	  grin	  from	  the	  man’s	  ruddy	  face.	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  Elsewhere,	  Lieutenant	  Groves	  was	  pleased.	  The	  Trinity	  test	  had	  been	  a	  smashing	  success.	  On	  July	  16,	  1945	  at	  05:29:45	  (Mountain	  War	  Time),	  an	  explosion	  the	  equivalent	  of	  20	  kilotons	  of	  TNT	  erupted	  from	  the	  Earth	  in	  all	  the	  glory	  only	  absolute	  annihilation	  can	  bring.	  The	  shockwave	  took	  forty	  seconds	  to	  reach	  the	  observers,	  bringing	  with	  it	  a	  euphoric	  sensation	  of	  adrenal	  release.	  Grown	  men	  cried,	  out	  of	  joy	  or	  eyestrain	  or	  a	  combination	  of	  the	  two.	  The	  explosion	  blasted	  a	  crater	  in	  the	  earth	  1,100	  feet	  wide	  and	  ten	  feet	  deep.	  The	  intense	  heat	  melted	  desert	  sand	  into	  radioactive	  green	  glass	  known	  as	  trinitite.	  
Now	  I	  am	  become	  death.	  Oppenheimer	  closed	  his	  eyes	  and	  the	  radiation	  bathed	  him	  in	  light.	  destroyer	  of	  worlds.	  
Epilogue	  	  All	  the	  sheep	  within	  100	  miles	  of	  the	  Trinity	  Test	  Site	  died	  over	  the	  following	  weeks.	  A	  little	  over	  one	  month	  later,	  on	  August	  6th	  and	  again	  on	  the	  9th,	  over	  100,000	  people	  watched	  on	  in	  horror	  as	  the	  bombs	  fell	  on	  heavily	  civilian	  populated	  areas.	  Hiroshima.	  Nagasaki.	  Many	  learned	  these	  words	  for	  the	  first	  time.	  Some	  emerged	  from	  miles	  of	  underground	  atom	  smashing	  tunnels	  to	  learn	  for	  the	  first	  time	  that	  they	  had	  become	  accomplices	  to	  mass	  murder	  on	  the	  largest	  scale.	  	  	  That	  subsequent	  week,	  Guillermo	  Sancho	  Abel	  Benavides	  IV	  lost	  his	  second	  tooth.	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Inkling	  
Kill	  Your	  Mother,	  the	  cookie	  had	  said.	  	  	   To	  be	  fair,	  the	  cookie	  had	  not	  said	  anything	  at	  all.	  It’s	  a	  cookie.	  Rather,	  the	  cookie	  had	  relinquished	  the	  message	  on	  small	  white	  paper	  when	  I	  crushed	  it	  with	  my	  fist.	  Your	  lucky	  numbers	  are	  4,	  8,	  11,	  23.	  Kill	  Your	  Mother.	  I	  placed	  the	  remainder	  of	  my	  sesame	  chicken	  in	  a	  to-­‐go	  box	  and	  took	  my	  leave.	  And	  that’s	  why	  I	  did	  it.	  	  No,	  really.	  I	  mean,	  honestly,	  Officer,	  if	  a	  cookie	  told	  you	  to	  jump	  off	  a	  bridge,	  would	  you	  do	  it?	  No.	  You	  wouldn’t.	  Because	  you,	  sir,	  are	  a	  reasonable	  man.	  I	  can	  tell,	  you	  know.	  Whether	  or	  not	  a	  person	  adheres	  to	  the	  staunch	  principles	  of	  reason.	  See	  it	  in	  their	  eyes.	  	  I	  said,	  I	  can	  see	  it	  in	  their	  eyes.	  	  	   I	  used	  to	  play	  a	  little	  game	  with	  my	  sisters	  when	  I	  was	  a	  kid.	  Like	  a	  rhyme	  but	  with	  an	  element	  of…skill.	  You’d	  have	  them	  sit	  on	  their	  knees,	  so	  you	  could	  look	  down	  into	  their	  eyes,	  see?	  You’d	  pull	  their	  eyelids	  apart	  with	  like,	  your	  thumbs,	  thusly.	  This	  is	  where	  the	  rhyme	  part	  comes	  in,	  listen.	  You	  say	  it	  as	  fast	  as	  you	  can,	  like	  this:	  you’re	  thinking	  of	  a	  number	  one	  through	  five,	  can’t	  be	  one,	  can’t	  be	  five,	  now	  let	  me	  see	  the	  number	  in	  your	  eye.	  Then	  you’d	  peer	  into	  their	  eyes,	  real	  deep,	  like	  you’re	  counting	  veins	  or	  something.	  Like	  you’re	  not	  looking	  at	  the	  eye,	  you’re	  looking	  through	  it.	  I’m	  telling	  you,	  you	  gotta	  look	  deep.	  	  	   Anyway,	  you	  give	  it	  a	  few	  seconds,	  make	  it	  look	  legit,	  and	  then	  you	  tell	  them	  their	  number.	  Just	  like	  that.	  And	  fuck	  if	  I’ve	  ever	  been	  able	  to	  understand	  it,	  but	  you’ll	  be	  right,	  one	  hundred	  fucking	  percent	  of	  the	  time.	  Every	  time.	  We’d	  do	  this	  all	  day,	  me	  and	  my	  sisters,	  this	  game,	  and	  I’d	  be	  some	  perfect	  record	  twenty	  three	  for	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twenty	  three	  when	  we	  finally	  got	  sick	  of	  it	  and	  the	  novelty	  wore	  off.	  What	  I’m	  trying	  to	  tell	  you	  is	  that	  I	  can	  tell.	  Yeah.	  I	  know	  when	  a	  guy	  is	  going	  to	  listen	  to	  a	  little	  reason.	  I’m	  looking	  through	  your	  eyes	  right	  now,	  compadre.	  And	  it	  seems	  to	  me	  you’re	  forgetting	  the	  cardinal	  rule:	  can’t	  be	  one,	  can’t	  be	  five.	  You	  know	  that.	  	  	   Where	  did	  I	  get	  the	  card?	  What	  card?	  I	  haven’t	  the	  slightest.	  	  	   Right,	  that	  card.	  Business	  card.	  Well,	  bright	  boy,	  from	  where	  I’m	  sitting	  the	  answer’s	  pretty	  fucking	  obvious.	  It’s	  a	  business	  card	  right?	  Address,	  phone	  numbers,	  the	  good	  shit.	  Seems	  to	  me	  your	  case	  is	  solved,	  or	  can’t	  you	  read?	  	   I	  don’t	  give	  two	  shakes	  about	  your	  fancy	  pedigree,	  Officer.	  Not	  two	  shakes	  to	  the	  wind.	  My	  old	  man	  was	  a	  private	  eye,	  a	  real	  dick,	  helped	  dames	  and	  such.	  Not	  like	  you	  two-­‐bit,	  Nancy	  Drew,	  rent-­‐a-­‐cop,	  pillow	  bitin’	  fag	  hagglers.	  But	  in	  all	  seriousness—I	  think	  we	  all	  know	  whose	  card	  that	  is.	  Not	  many	  respectable	  businessmen	  use	  the	  back	  of	  another	  man’s	  card	  to	  advertise.	  It’s	  just	  bad	  practice.	  But	  yeah,	  I	  know	  where	  it	  came	  from.	  	  	   Ah,	  a	  cop	  who	  smokes,	  there’s	  a	  rarity.	  Me?	  I	  don’t	  partake.	  Mother	  used	  to	  smoke,	  before,	  you	  know,	  she	  died.	  But	  you	  and	  I?	  We	  both	  know	  that’s	  not	  what	  this	  is	  about.	  	  Yeah,	  I’ll	  get	  to	  the	  card.	  But	  this	  story	  requires	  some	  tact,	  a	  certain	  degree	  of	  eloquence.	  I	  can’t	  be	  fucking	  interrupted	  every	  few	  sentences.	  Tell	  you	  what,	  you	  give	  me	  a	  pen,	  a	  stack	  of	  paper,	  for	  godsakes	  a	  few	  cups	  of	  coffee,	  and	  I’ll	  tell	  you	  everything	  you	  need	  to	  know	  and	  more.	  	  What	  the	  fuck	  am	  I	  going	  to	  do	  with	  a	  ballpoint	  pen,	  stab	  you	  in	  the	  jugular?	  Mother	  dies,	  I	  don’t	  report	  it	  right	  away	  and	  suddenly	  I’m	  Hannibal	  fucking	  Lecter?	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Fine,	  a	  typewriter.	  	  Bolt	  it	  to	  the	  table	  for	  all	  I	  care.	  	  I	  don’t	  give	  a	  shit	  if	  you	  want	  me	  to	  talk,	  if	  you	  want	  to	  know	  anything	  at	  all	  you’ll	  bring	  me	  the	  typewriter	  and	  I’ll	  get	  started.	  Watch	  me	  through	  the	  two-­‐way	  mirror—I’ll	  clack	  you	  out	  an	  opus.	  	  Now	  let’s	  take	  a	  look-­‐see	  at	  that	  card.	  	  
______________________	  
Damn it feels good to write again.  
QWERTYUIOP 
ASDFGHJKL 
7XCVBNM 
The 7 seems cracked but it’ll suffice for my purposes. Now for a little 
test-drive: 
Extracting prose from the cogs of a typewriter is comparable to 
removing honey from the comb. Black ink spun in sickeningly sweet 
sentences, strung across the white page to dry. Conceptuali7ed 
contractions consist of concentric scrawl, intersecting lines parallel to 
each other to the page to the ideals they represent, or at least seem to.  
You’ll have to excuse my verbosity, Officer. Before we even begin to 
undertake this drama’s epistasis you need to grasp, if you can, the staunch 
kibosh that you and yours have placed on my fecundity by placing my 
mind and I behind these bars. Expect digressions and diegesis, convolution 
and catharsis. After all, the home keys are where the heart is; I’ve always 
said that.  
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This will be a masterpiece of literature if you allow it to be, and it will 
reveal to you, if this frantic pace continues, in a few short hours, the 
intricate details of this particular business card. Look at me, penning a 
manuscript! What a novel idea. 
It is, I think, a fair bit obvious as to whom the proprietor of this 
business card is, yes. Written right here on the back, let’s not kid 
ourselves: Realitor. As to how I came into possession of this card, well, 
that’s a bit more complicated.  
Basic cardstock, as I recall. Bold lettering, copperplate gothic print, 
22… no, no, 23 pt font, a slight weight to it, a scent vaguely reminiscent of 
old turkey cold cuts though not entirely unappealing. Some floral company 
on the front, not even worth mentioning. Scribbled out the way someone in 
a hurry might deign a concept unworthy at the last moment. But the back, 
the back of this card is a horse of an entirely different lettering… 
Before we dive headlong into the deep end, I think it appropriate we 
back-prattle a bit, so as to convey the history in its entirety.  
 
Truth be told, Mother’s toes curled long ago, and in the cellared dark 
her gums receded, drawing her teeth into a distended sneer, bless her dust. 
Allow me, for a moment, to inculcate the manner of her demise. She slipped 
and hit her head. On the counter I suspect. I wouldn’t know. I wasn’t there. 
Didn’t have a damn thing to do with it. Anyway, I found her, cleaned the 
kitchen, and dragged her to the cellar. The police would later laugh, 
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passing snide remarks about the uninspired nature of hiding Mother 
beneath the floorboards in the corner of a cellar, as if their own mothers 
were hidden in some impenetrable location at the end of a lengthy 
scavenger hunt. 
What they didn’t understand is this: I wasn’t hiding Mother. I was 
laying her to rest. I pried back the boards in the corner where the sun cast 
dusty rays and dug out a bed of the loamy soil. It was natural that this be 
her final resting place, this house that she rarely left, and it was my 
intention that she never leave. Her body still warm as I tuck it in. 
I was distraught, but it wasn’t, by any means, devastation. I think 
what I am trying to say is that when the world ended, it wasn’t the end of 
the world.  
Did I alert the authorities? No. But somehow or another they found 
out, and here we are. When they dragged me in for questioning I had the 
card in my pocket. 
 This little ditty isn’t at all going as I had planned. I was trying 
endeavoring to move mountains with my prose, but so far all I’ve moved 
are dead mothers. This won’t do at all.  
I should probably push on. I’ve a cure-all for writer’s block, a sort of 
mental ointment balm, to be daubed liberally in the event of mental 
confusion obfuscation. I’ve only just begun and the words aren’t flowing, so 
I’ll tell you a story Mother (bless her dust) used to tell me when I couldn’t 
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sleep. After all, there is an intrinsic connection betwixt the two, sleeping 
and writing: processes of creation, of purging.  
I mean, if it can put me to sleep it can sure as hell can put me to 
write. Let’s see what I remember: 
 
The turnip king lay vanquished, rotting in a pool of his own juices. 
His daughter, in a crumpled pile, took her father’s fallen brow in her lap, 
his crown buried in the mud beneath her knee. The cold air captured his 
labored breath, bottled it in a cool 7ephyr, I am taking artistic liberties 
here and bore it across the kingdom to alert the peasants of their king’s 
certain demise. 
She placed her ear against his cold chest plate, and listened so 
intently that she did not notice her father’s fluttering eyelids. He spoke, 
barely audible above the girl’s own turnip heart beating, ‘Pull forth from 
me my fifth rib, and drive it into my chest,’ he coughed, and a dark black 
liquid appeared at the edges of his mouth, ‘give me a king’s death. End me 
in the tradition of my fathers. The succession will thus be complete.’ 
She pleaded with him, stricken with horror at the thought of 
dismantling her daddy, but his resolution was total, or perhaps he had not 
the energy, and he did not respond. Her fumbling fingers struggled with his 
chest plate’s clasps. She pulled the sickly chainmail from his sternum. His 
ribcage felt strong but cold, and the beating beneath felt distant. From his 
boot she pulled a small ornamental dagger and braced herself to plunge it 
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between his third and fourth ribs. She brought the dagger down with all the 
force she could muster from her sinewy arms.  
Immediately her eyes burst into a torrential fit of sobbing. The 
dagger stuck fast in the mud where she had plunged it. No matter how she 
reckoned with herself to fulfill her father’s dying wish, she could not bring 
her arm to do the deed. The princess held his withered, purple hand to her 
chest. She felt his life fail in his turnip veins. 
Distraught, she turned his purple hand in her leafy own, and pulled 
from the distended index a peculiar ring of spiraling vines. Slowly rising, 
she turned the ring over before her juiceshot eyes, 10 vines intertwined, 
one for each underpatch. Each vine intersected the others, twisting and 
turning in intricate symbiosis, representing, if anything, the 
interconnectedness of the patches and of their people 
The ring absorbed her thoughts entirely, so much so that she hardly 
noticed the approach of an armored figure, stepping solemnly through the 
swollen, rain bloated battleground. With a resounding clank, the figure 
lifted his facemask. The turnip princess gasped, twisting on her heels, and 
fell to the ground beside her slain father. The ring slipped from her slender 
fingers into the mud below.  
 
At least, I think that’s how it ends. I never could stay awake long 
enough to get past the bit with the knight. As a child, I slept on my stomach 
with my face buried in a pillow. Now I only sleep on my back. At some point 
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over these thirty odd years, I believe the hemispheres of my brain 
reversed polarity, or perhaps the various liquids in which my organs bathe 
underwent a change in salinity. Either way, and I don’t remember when, 
one morning I woke up on my back and I’ve been looking up ever since. 
I do, however, remember when I first saw the card, which is odd 
considering the amount of alcohol that had been consumed.  
When I am not imbibing beverages of an inebriating nature, I find it 
infinitely difficult to muster even the slimmest iota of shit with which to 
give in any number of situations in which the giving of a shit might be 
useful. In light of this condition, I am, as you might have deduced for 
yourself, a rather bibulous fellow when the circumstances permit. At the 
moment the conditions are less than ideal in terms of alcohol availability 
but I submit, for your consideration, that for the moment I am drunk on 
the simple elation of having a means to impart this story at my agile 
fingertips. 
Belly to the bar, drink in hand—probably a Dark and Stormy 
considering my anomalous affinity for mixed drinks bred in the annals of 
British imperialism—I made small talk with the surrounding stool jockeys, 
something about the ten worst places in the human body to stick a peanut. 
As I waited for something interesting to happen, I waded further into 
intoxication. I sat next to a man who introduced himself as a butcher. I 
haven’t a mind for names nor faces, but a solid occupation I can recall. For 
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the exclusive purposes of our narrative, this young butcher shall 
hereinafter be referred to as Butch.  
Butch, you see, was a semen seaman, who unloaded barges on the 
docks, a real crass starga7er with a heart of aluminum foil and an eye like 
a boiled egg. I inquired about the vaguely au jus-looking splotch on his 
bicep and he fed me some line about a man in a diving bell, slowly floating 
through the vaccuum emptiness of space. He also said to stop calling him 
Butch. I nodded and downed a stupor-seeking gulp, contemplating the 
metaphysical implications of body art.  
After all, a stein excuse my pun is a horrible thing to waste.  
He pulled from inside his sleeve the card that, at this exact moment, 
is probably locked up in a filing cabinet, tucked snugly inside a manila case 
folder. He pressed the card to the bar, pinned beneath his dirty fingernail. I 
looked at him questioningly over the rim of my glass. I couldn’t for the life 
of me think of a scenario in which I might require the services of a floral 
designer so I thanked him, but declined his obscured business card. He 
shook his head sadly.  
Nah, Mac, this ain’t for you. This ain’t from me. You been chosen 
(that’s how he put it, chosen). The guy I work for, when he asks for 
something, someone, he gets it. Now, he ain’t exactly lookin’ for you, but 
from what I can make out from your ramblings, I think yous and him will 
make fast friends. 
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I picked the card up and gave it the old twice over, though it could 
have been frice quadrice as I faintly recall seeing double. Look here—I 
hiccupped then—the name and address have been crixcroxed. How do you 
expect me to find this master of stem clipping and petal pruning? 
Oh, I suspect he’ll be in contact. Take care now.  
He walked out of the bar. I put the card in my pocket and out of my 
mind. At some point that night, calling card in pocket, I slept, dreaming of 
vegetables raised in a media blackout, so as to be cruelty-free. 
 
My old man was obsessed, positively rapt with the concept that 
because all mass has gravity, even the most infinitesimal particles exert a 
force of attraction on their surroundings. This one fact consumed his being; 
everything at any given moment was pulling at everything else, an entire 
cosmos at war with itself and with itself and with itself. One night when I 
was in college, or I suppose it was very early in the morning, he called my 
phone, frenetic and out of breath: 
We’re all just crumbs. No, hear me out. Get this: crumbs. Human 
crumbs. All objects have mass, all mass has gravity. We’re all just swarms 
of crumbs, caught up in our own quiet gravitational pull. Each crumb is 
individual and unique, like a snowflake, understand? They are everywhere 
and in everything. We breathe them in as we shed them off. We, who are 
made of crumb, die by the crumb. Ashes to ashes, crumbs to crumbs.  
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At the time I dismissed the call as the ravings of a man with a hard 
drug dependency, possibly Viagra, but that wasn’t it. His mind was 
slipping, like his father’s before him. Eventually he took his own life with a 
fruit peeler. After that I moved back with Mother.  
 He was right though, about the crumbs. I called them Mother Lilies. 
The flowers that came, not the crumbs. When the cops finally busted down 
the door, swarming the house like so many worms, the first thing they did 
was dig up my cellar garden. 
I used to sit cross-legged before the plants in the corner of the cellar, 
enraptured by the way the faint sunlight stroked their spindly projections. 
I would talk to them, no, at them, retelling the bedtime story my mother 
used to tell me as they stood eagerly at attention. They enjoyed it too, I 
could tell, because they would collectively droop when I reached the bit 
about the knight, which signaled the extent of my memory. Then, one 
night, I decided to end the story.  
I’ll write it here, the remainder of my bedtime story, at an arbitrary 
point in my narrative, before it floods from my mind forever, lest I should 
leave the story forever incomplete in your own: 
 
The face beneath the iron mask was as hard as the visor that 
protected it. At spots it was carved as if with a sharp and shallow blade, 
and the aged grooves spoke of battles past, victories and defeats. A 
graying, green spout of foliage sprouted from the apex of the armored suit. 
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Just as suddenly as the figure had appeared, he dropped to his well-
protected knees. The fronds emanating from his head graced the ground as 
he bowed to the princess’s lap. Without raising his humbled eyes, he 
plucked from the turnip-stained mud the vine-entwined ring. The princess, 
unable to process the unfolding events, held her hand staunchly across her 
gaping mouth.  
He grasped her wrist and twisted the ring onto her well-grooved 
finger. ‘You are the turnip queen.’ She scrambled away from him, slipping 
in the muck the mire. He stood then, this knight, and walked away. When 
the ring began to twist, constricting her finger, she thought to call out to 
him but did not. Seconds later, when the ring’s vines had overtaken her 
hand and began to snake to her elbow, she thought again to call out, but did 
not.  
 Fro7en in fear, the turnip queen, as now she was, gaped as the vines 
twisted from her arm to her body, from her body to her slender shoulders. 
When she finally regained her faculties and attempted to call to the 
departing knight, a vine stifled the thought before it could leave her throat 
and the ring overtook her person entirely. The vines curled from her veins, 
snaking skyward, weaving and knotting in the air. Tendrils took root, 
burrowing beneath the underpatch to siphon soil.  
 In time, roses grew from the tree’s barren bough, purplish-crimson 
flowers of unparalleled beauty with piercing thorns that spelt death to the 
patch’s deni7ens, dripping with a poison most ghastly. The king’s bones lie 
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there today, buried beneath the tree of Underpatch Eight. It is the ultimate 
pilgrimage for the kingdom’s people to come pay their respects to the king 
who died protecting their patch, kissing lightly their martyred queen’s 
gnarled roots. For those who are true of heart and spirit, the journey is a 
rejuvenating one, and the nirvana achieved sitting in the shade of the tree 
is well worth the trek.  
But for another kind of people, respect is paid in a very different 
way. These people come from every patch, drawn like a flame to the wick. 
They pay with their very lives, those foolish enough to try, for at the crown 
of the thorned tree dangles the king’s spiraled ring and with it, the fate of 
Underpatch Eight itself. 
 
That night, there were no bedtime stories. I awoke on my living room 
floor with no recollection of how I’d gotten back from the bar. I inhaled 
deeply of the carpet. Mother, bless her crumbs, lay decrepit beneath the 
tell-tale floorboards. The saplings were yawning in the basement, 
positioning their petals to greet the new day. It was, perhaps, a 
Wednesday. Or, equally perhapsical, a Friday. It also could have been a 
Monday. I believe it was a Monday. 
People will believe anything, if left to their own devices. I, myself, 
have believed a few things in my day. I did, for example, firmly believe that 
this ‘Realitor’ character was little more than a manifestation of my alcohol-
addled brain. I still had the card, a trinket from the land of imbibers, a 
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creased omen foretelling a foreboding, officious foray. Not that I knew it 
was an omen of anything—at the time I believed it to be a drunken man’s 
scribbled calling card. Still. I kept it in my wallet. 
And it was easy to believe, if you’d believe it. At least, for a while.  
Then things started to change. It wasn’t as if I was being watched, 
but now that I ponder on it, I most certainly had to have been. It was little 
things at first, the mirrors around my house appeared cleaner than usual, 
without smudges of any kind. Every Most mornings, dark clouds crowded 
the hori7on, forecasting rain, or perhaps simply disaster. Who but a highly 
skilled meteorologist can correctly cipher the difference between clouds of 
misfortune and clouds of the cumulonimbus variety? Little things. Things 
one might overlook unless specifically seeking out idiosyncrasies.  
Then it was bigger things. Waitresses refreshed my coffee an 
average of 2.3 percent more times per visit. The brakes on my car stopped 
squeeking. My cereal seemed to be trying to tell me something, desperately 
trying to spell out a message, to alert me of some pressing danger but all 
my cheerios could muster was an ominous ‘ooooooooo’. 
They unnerved me, these changes. Unnerved me to a horrible 
degree. The worst of which I have not even illustrated as of yet, though I 
think I shall forthwith.  
A fly, just one singular fly, flew around my head at all hours of the 
day. Even when I could not see it I knew it was there, for its bu77ing 
permeated my skull until I could feel the tiny beating of its titan wings in 
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the deep-most roots of my impacted molars. When I did see it, it was most 
often in the morning, for I think it slept in the small cavity below my 
sternum. When I would awake, it sensed my rousing and in turn rose to rub 
its proboscis pensively.  
One morning, I killed the fly. One mighty swat to the sternum and 
the vermin lay slain, turnip red against my own flaccid flesh. I flicked it off 
and, for a bit, all was well. I say for a bit because, about an hour following 
the short-lived victory, another fly replaced the first. When I killed it, two 
came in its stead. When the two fell, it came to pass that three flies should 
sleep below my sternum. I thought, or perhaps hoped, it was mere 
coincidence but when I killed those three flies and was plagued by five 
thereafter, I knew that bastard Fibonacci and his unholy sequence was 
were at work.  
I was, as you can imagine, vexed, perplexed, and contexed (though 
the third word in this trio of emotions is completely fabricated, I trust you 
gather my meaning). I knew not where to turn; I simply knew that no 
amount of solace lay in my morning bowl of cereal with its foreboding 
messages. I think I reali7ed what I had to do when the flies began to swarm 
in intricate formation, dipping and diving before my eyes.  
I had to seek professional guidance. I think it’s important to 
mention, before I continue, that no amount of personal hygiene upkeep 
could quell the coming of the flies. Although I have not related a single 
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instance of it thus far in my narrative, I was showering frequently at this 
time in my life.  
I closed my eyes and played Russian roulette with the phone book. 
When banging my head against the binding failed to produce any results, I 
shut my eyes again and ran my finger up and down the businesses under 
the ‘psychologists for hire’ heading. I called the number. 
Framed inkblots lined the walls of the reception room. A clever jab at 
the insipid artwork that flooded the reception areas of most psychiatric 
offices; a reflexive nod at the subjective nature of artwork, of beauty, 
framed in ornate wood beneath bland cornices; a gallery of the potential, of 
the mind’s ability to discern the order inherent in chaos. 
Or perhaps they were spatters of ink on paper that each vaguely 
resembled a capuchin monkey riding a mastiff. I waited, staring at these 
blots, for two hours and three minutes. I know it was this long because 
each second was spent committing a particularly adroit flight pattern to 
memory. The flies performed feats of aeronautical acrobatics just outside 
my field of vision. We lost a good ace that day.  
The doctor will see you now.  
I was led down a narrow hallway by a woman who, barring a 
clipboard, did not appear as if she had any business leading anyone 
anywhere. She brought me to a room, maybe 8 feet side to side by 2.875 
feet front to back. She closed the door behind me and I was left in the room 
across a narrow desk from a turned, high-backed swivel chair. It smelt 
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strongly of binding glue and coffee grounds. The air was too warm for 
comfort, thick almost, as if it had an oppressing density. The man in the 
chair swiveled to meet my ga7e, but it wasn’t his eyes that caught my 
attention, rather, it was the mug he clutched. It wasn’t particular in itself, 
it simply read World’s Best Realtor in plain black font.  
It was the ‘i’ someone had sharpied between the ‘l’ and the ‘t’ that 
held me transfixed. He drank deeply from the mug before dabbing at the 
corners of his mouth with the black silk tie draped from his neck. His 
features ran together, ink blots on a reception wall, I couldn’t quite 
separate form from shape, and he looked like every man I had ever met. I 
fumbled for the business card in my pocket. He cleared his throat, and 
what he said next I don’t think I’ll ever forget for as long as I  
______________________	  “Dr.	  Shaub?	  Dr.	  Shaub,	  a	  word?”	  “Yes,	  I’m	  very	  busy,	  very,	  very	  busy.	  Walk	  with	  me?”	  “Uh,	  actually	  I	  just	  wanted	  to	  show	  you	  these.	  They	  were	  slipped	  under	  the	  door	  of	  Room	  23.”	  “Room	  23,	  huh?	  Now	  what	  could	  you	  possibly	  want	  to	  show	  me	  that	  came	  from	  Room	  23,	  let	  me	  just	  ponder	  the	  possibilities.”	  “Well,	  they’re	  right	  here,	  some	  fifteen	  pages	  each	  completel—”	  “You	  just	  transferred	  here,	  no?	  Still	  trying	  to	  learn	  the	  ropes,	  still	  not	  quite	  sure	  who	  to	  bother	  with	  your	  incessant	  questions?”	  “Well,	  yes,	  no	  I	  mean,	  no.	  Yes,	  I	  just	  started	  here,	  no	  to	  the	  question—”	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“But	  you	  never	  thought	  to	  consult	  the	  case	  file	  on	  the	  man	  who	  lives	  in	  that	  room?	  Never	  considered	  that	  might	  shed	  some	  light	  on	  this	  little	  Scooby-­‐Doo	  mystery	  of	  yours?”	  “No…	  I	  saw	  his	  file.”	  “And?”	  “And	  it	  looked…	  par	  for	  the	  course.	  Nothing	  I	  haven’t	  seen	  before.	  Except	  there	  was	  one	  thing—”	  “Par	  for	  the	  course?	  I’d	  hate	  to	  play	  eighteen	  wherever	  you’ve	  got	  a	  membership.	  Tell	  me,	  you	  ever	  stick	  your	  ear	  to	  his	  door?	  Number	  23.	  You	  ever	  actually	  stop—”	  the	  men	  stop	  walking	  now,	  midstride.	  Dr.	  Shaub	  sighs	  heavily.	  He	  pulls	  the	  younger	  man,	  who	  casts	  doubtful	  glances	  as	  Shaub	  places	  a	  hand	  on	  his	  shoulder,	  to	  one	  of	  the	  chairs	  lining	  the	  hallway.	  “—to	  just…	  I	  don’t	  know.	  To	  just	  listen?”	  “I,	  well	  yes,	  I	  listen	  to	  many	  things	  though	  I	  admit	  I	  never	  stuck	  my	  ear	  t—”	  “You’d	  hear	  a	  symphony	  of	  keys	  if	  you	  did.	  Typewriter	  keys.	  The	  man	  is	  writing	  music,	  so	  far	  as	  I	  can	  tell,	  because	  he’s	  never	  written	  a	  word	  so	  long	  as	  I’ve	  been	  here.	  That’s	  twenty-­‐some	  years,	  kid.	  The	  ink	  ribbon	  hasn’t	  been	  replaced	  in	  that	  old	  typewriter	  for	  even	  longer	  would	  be	  my	  guess.	  Hard	  to	  say.	  He’ll	  play	  at	  that	  typewriter	  all	  day	  and	  night,	  I	  think	  the	  sound	  soothes	  him,	  but	  it	  would	  seem	  from	  the	  pages	  you’re	  holding	  that	  he’s	  run	  out	  of	  paper.	  When	  you	  were	  perusing	  his	  file,	  you	  happen	  to	  read	  why	  he’s	  in	  here?”	  “He	  killed	  a	  guy,	  right?	  Manslaughter,	  or	  at	  least—”	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“Not	  a	  guy.	  Not	  exactly	  manslaughter	  either.	  Matricide,	  and	  that’s	  not	  the	  stuff	  they	  spray	  on	  hotel	  beds	  to	  kill	  parasites.	  He	  killed	  his	  own	  mother,	  may	  she	  rest	  in	  peace,	  or	  at	  least	  that’s	  what	  they	  said.	  They	  could	  never	  prove	  culpability.	  Head	  cracked	  open	  like	  a	  Christmas	  ha—oh,	  ham	  sounds	  good.	  But	  he	  failed	  to	  report	  the	  incident,	  the	  autopsy	  showed	  she	  had	  been	  dead	  a	  month	  or	  so	  stowed	  beneath	  his	  house.	  You	  ever	  hear	  of	  forensic	  entomology?”	  “Yeah,	  isn’t	  that	  wh—”	  “Yup.	  These	  little	  bugs,	  blowflies,	  started	  popping	  up	  all	  around	  his	  house.	  That’s	  how	  they	  got	  a	  warrant.	  When	  the	  mother	  stopped	  showing	  up	  to	  her	  knitting	  circle,	  or	  whatever	  it	  is	  old	  ladies	  do	  to	  kill	  the	  time,	  someone	  tipped	  off	  the	  fuzz.	  One	  of	  the	  beat	  cops	  must	  have	  seen	  larva	  squirming	  through	  the	  cracks.	  The	  autopsy	  showed	  that	  she	  could	  have	  been	  saved,	  had	  he	  simply	  dialed	  911.	  The	  body	  had	  decomposed	  entirely,	  started	  growing	  weeds,	  but	  what	  we	  had	  was	  a	  warrant,	  some	  bone	  samples	  for	  the	  forensics	  lab,	  and	  a	  guilty	  conscience.”	  	  “So,	  he—”	  “—exhibits	  symptoms	  of	  both	  positive	  and	  negative	  schizophrenia,	  probably	  PTSD	  related.	  It’s	  resistant,	  he	  doesn’t	  take	  well	  to	  the	  psychotherapy,	  acts	  like	  he’s	  being	  interrogated	  unless	  he’s	  on	  that	  typewriter.	  He’s	  been	  on	  and	  off	  of	  Clopazine,	  Risperdal,	  Haloperidol,	  but	  listen,	  I’m	  not	  your	  mentor,	  I	  gave	  up	  on	  your	  generation	  with	  the	  advent	  of	  that	  Justin	  Beaver	  fellow	  so	  I	  won’t	  hit	  you	  with	  a	  bunch	  of	  textbook	  phrases	  that	  you’ll	  just	  have	  to	  look	  up	  later	  on	  your	  Bluetooth-­‐tweeter.	  He’s	  stuck	  in	  this	  loop,	  a	  persistent	  psychotic	  episode.	  His	  psyche	  literally	  cannot	  handle	  the	  fact	  that	  he	  led	  to	  his	  own	  mother’s	  death	  so	  in	  his	  mind	  he’s	  inculpable.	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He	  didn’t	  dress	  her	  up	  and	  paint	  her	  nails	  every	  night,	  he	  just	  put	  her	  downstairs.	  Out	  of	  sight,	  out	  of	  mind.”	  “I	  don’t	  listen	  to	  Justin	  Bieber.”	  “…”	  “Er.	  What	  should	  I	  do	  with	  these	  papers?”	  “Give	  ’em	  a	  look	  over,	  you	  could	  benefit	  from	  some	  literature.”	  “Ha.	  But	  seriou—”	  “Give	  ’em	  back.	  He	  could	  probably	  use	  something	  to	  stick	  in	  the	  top	  of	  his	  typewriter	  right	  about	  now.	  It’s	  got	  to	  beat	  getting	  chewed	  out	  all	  day	  by	  imaginary	  interrogators.	  Speaking	  of	  chewing,	  I	  really	  need	  to	  be	  going.”	  The	  doctor	  stands	  to	  leave.	  “If	  you	  can	  get	  to	  the	  cafeteria	  right	  before	  they	  close	  they	  practically	  hand	  out	  the	  day-­‐old	  rice	  crispy	  treats	  like	  day	  old	  hotcakes.”	  	  “Wait,	  before	  you	  go,	  there	  was	  somethi—”	  “What	  part	  of	  rice	  crispy	  treats	  don’t	  you	  und—”	  “Listen.	  There	  was	  something	  else	  in	  his	  med	  file.	  I	  couldn’t	  make	  heads	  or	  tails	  of	  it.	  A	  florist’s	  card	  with	  something	  written	  on	  the	  back,	  not	  a	  real	  word,	  like	  reality…	  realtor…	  something.”	  	  Dr.	  Shaub	  turns	  on	  his	  heel	  to	  walk	  away.	  “Wait,	  what	  does	  it	  mean?”	  Without	  looking	  back,	  he	  issues	  a	  reply,	  	  “I	  don’t	  know,	  kid.	  What	  does	  anything	  mean?”	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The	  Jibber	  
I	  want	  to	  go	  home.	  These	  words	  are	  scrawled	  on	  the	  bathroom	  wall	  in	  barely	  legible	  handwriting,	  cramped	  between	  the	  tiles,	  in	  black	  ink	  that	  creates	  a	  stark	  contrast	  against	  the	  freshly	  extruded	  grout.	  I	  run	  my	  fingernail	  across	  each	  individual	  word.	  Where	  is	  home?	  I	  ask	  aloud	  before	  I	  realize	  I	  am	  not	  alone	  in	  this	  dirty	  house	  of	  shit	  and	  piss.	  A	  grunt	  comes	  from	  the	  adjacent	  stall,	  a	  low,	  deep	  and	  guttural	  sound	  that	  echoes	  between	  the	  dimly	  lit	  tiled	  walls	  as	  thus:	  I	  have	  got	  your	  home	  right	  here.	  	  I	  am	  not	  finished.	  I	  pull	  up	  my	  pants	  and	  leave	  immediately.	  	  	  	   It	  is	  tomorrow	  and	  I	  am	  lying	  in	  bed.	  Before	  you	  assault	  my	  grammar,	  allow	  me	  to	  clarify.	  I	  am	  sitting	  cross-­‐legged.	  Upon	  my	  bed.	  Lying.	  Outright	  lying—the	  kind	  of	  lying	  both	  parties	  know	  very	  well	  to	  be	  a	  lie—the	  kind	  that	  transcends	  petty	  lies.	  This	  lying	  is	  blacker	  than	  my	  finest	  business	  socks.	  	  	   She	  says,	  You	  better	  not	  be	  sitting	  on	  your	  bed	  right	  now.	  	  I	  say,	  What?	  sitting	  on	  my	  bed?	  I	  already	  told	  you	  I	  am	  in	  Toronto	  for	  the	  weekend.	  Soul	  searching.	  Do	  you	  ever	  listen?	  	  So	  of	  course	  she	  retorts,	  Do	  I	  ever	  fucking	  listen?	  At	  this	  point	  I	  know	  I	  have	  won.	  My	  better	  half	  has	  forgotten	  all	  about	  the	  fact	  that	  I	  am	  supposed	  to	  be	  home	  in	  Toronto	  right	  now.	  	   Dogs	  do	  not	  lie	  this	  well.	  	  	   Of	  course	  I	  am	  not	  in	  fucking	  Toronto.	  What	  is	  in	  Toronto?	  I	  might	  as	  well	  have	  told	  her	  I	  was	  going	  to	  Iceland	  for	  the	  weekend.	  At	  least	  there	  I	  could	  have	  met	  some	  Vikings.	  Do	  Vikings	  still	  exist?	  Have	  to	  look	  that	  shit	  up.	  She	  distantly	  clicks	  a	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disembodied	  tongue	  at	  me	  over	  the	  phone	  and	  I	  vaguely	  recall	  being	  in	  a	  conversation.	  	  Are	  you	  even	  listening	  to	  me?	  she	  asks.	  	  I	  try	  to	  remember	  what	  she	  is	  talking	  about	  but	  nothing	  comes	  to	  mind.	  I	  click	  the	  end	  button	  and	  throw	  my	  phone	  at	  the	  pillow.	  	   Minutes	  later	  I	  am	  out	  on	  the	  deck	  leaning	  over	  the	  railing.	  It	  always	  amazes	  me	  how	  clean	  a	  night	  breeze	  feels	  after	  being	  shut	  up	  inside	  all	  day.	  From	  up	  here,	  the	  ground	  below	  appears	  warm	  and	  inviting.	  Whenever	  I	  imagine	  myself	  doing	  something,	  which	  is	  often,	  I	  am	  solemnly	  puffing	  on	  an	  imaginary	  cigarette.	  I	  now	  imagine	  myself	  on	  the	  deck,	  hair	  gently	  tousled	  by	  a	  passing	  gust,	  taking	  a	  drag	  and	  then	  poof.	  Blowing	  an	  imaginary	  cloud	  of	  smoke	  that	  snakes	  around,	  obscuring	  my	  devilish	  good	  looks.	  Only	  in	  the	  movies,	  damn	  it.	  	  	   It	  is	  Sunday	  night	  and	  I	  have	  the	  whole	  week	  ahead	  of	  me.	  Every	  goddamn	  one	  of	  them	  thinks	  I	  will	  be	  in	  Toronto	  until	  Saturday.	  Now	  that	  the	  seeds	  of	  the	  lie	  have	  been	  sown,	  I	  have	  not	  the	  faintest	  idea	  where	  to	  start.	  To	  be	  honest	  I	  had	  not	  thought	  that	  far	  ahead.	  Ever	  since	  I	  sat	  in	  that	  filthy	  bathroom	  stall	  those	  words	  have	  been	  nesting	  in	  the	  back	  of	  my	  head,	  multiplying	  like	  cancerous	  cells,	  developing	  into	  a	  sickly	  tumor	  that	  pulsates	  like	  a	  beating	  heart	  to	  the	  simple	  mantra:	  I	  want	  to	  go	  home.	  I	  could	  have	  it	  surgically	  removed	  but	  my	  Jewish	  doctor	  advises	  against	  it.	  	   Just	  kidding.	  My	  doctor	  is	  agnostic.	  	  	   A	  song	  comes	  to	  mind,	  one	  about	  getting’	  in	  the	  car	  and	  jus’	  drivin’	  into	  the	  sunset.	  This	  sounds	  good	  to	  me	  so	  I	  grab	  my	  keys.	  I	  back	  out	  of	  the	  garage	  when	  I	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see	  the	  moon	  reflected	  upon	  the	  hood	  of	  my	  car.	  Is	  it	  waxing	  or	  is	  it	  waning?	  I	  cannot	  tell	  so	  I	  park	  the	  car	  back	  in	  the	  garage	  and	  commence	  searching	  for	  that	  Phases	  of	  the	  Moon	  chart	  I	  kept	  from	  the	  astronomy	  course	  I	  took	  at	  the	  learning	  annex	  a	  couple	  years	  back.	  Besides,	  the	  sun	  is	  not	  even	  out.	  Nobody	  drives	  into	  the	  sunset	  at	  night.	  Nobody.	  	   Before	  I	  make	  any	  leeway	  into	  finding	  that	  chart,	  the	  landline	  rings.	  Who	  knows	  I	  am	  here?	  I	  am	  supposed	  to	  be	  in	  Toronto,	  damn	  it.	  I	  eye	  the	  telephone	  suspiciously.	  It	  continues	  to	  ring.	  On	  a	  lark,	  I	  answer	  the	  call.	  Well	  that	  is	  not	  an	  entirely	  accurate	  statement,	  as	  I	  do	  not	  own	  a	  lark.	  I	  do	  own	  an	  ottoman,	  but	  to	  say	  that	  I	  answered	  the	  phone	  atop	  an	  ottoman	  would	  be	  stepping	  on	  a	  few	  too	  many	  Turkish	  toes.	  I	  swear	  I	  need	  medicinal	  frontal	  lobe	  anesthesia.	  	   It	  is	  an	  unfamiliar	  woman	  on	  the	  phone.	  Her	  voice	  sounds	  tinny,	  robotic	  even—as	  if	  it	  has	  travelled	  through	  space	  to	  be	  bounced	  around	  by	  satellites	  in	  a	  cosmic	  game	  of	  ping-­‐pong	  before	  falling	  back	  to	  this	  earthly	  receiver—but	  I	  do	  not	  mention	  it.	  That	  would	  be	  embarrassing.	  	  	   Hi,	  she	  says,	  Hi,	  when	  will	  Robert	  be	  home?	  	  	  Who	  the	  hell	  is	  Robert,	  I	  think,	  but	  again	  say	  nothing.	  I	  play	  it	  pretty	  close	  to	  the	  chest	  like	  that.	  	  I	  can	  hear	  you	  breathing,	  she	  says.	  When	  will	  Robert	  be	  home?	  When	  is	  anybody	  home?	  I	  think	  fast.	  Er.	  Robert	  is	  out	  for	  the	  weekend.	  Called	  away	  to…	  Toronto.	  But	  I	  ca—	  She	  interrupts	  me:	  Toronto?	  This	  time	  of	  year?	  Robert	  is	  allergic	  to	  snow,	  this	  is	  outrageous.	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Can	  I	  take	  a	  message?	  I	  inquire.	  	  Yes.	  Tell	  Robert	  that	  the	  soul	  is	  not	  something	  to	  be	  kept	  inside	  the	  body.	  Tell	  him	  a	  baring	  of	  the	  soul	  is	  in	  order.	  Tell	  him	  if	  he	  does	  not	  come	  to	  the	  roof	  of	  the	  Alighieri	  by	  three	  my	  soul	  will	  be	  splattered	  from	  5th	  to	  Saxton.	  	  	   Hold	  on,	  wait,	  this	  is	  not	  the	  number	  to	  any	  Robert,	  I	  say.	  I	  have	  no	  idea	  who	  you	  are	  talking	  about,	  I	  say.	  But	  no	  noise	  comes	  from	  the	  other	  end	  of	  the	  line.	  I	  grab	  my	  coat.	  I	  gotta.	  	   I	  parallel	  park	  at	  the	  Alighieri,	  slightly	  askew	  but	  with	  no	  time	  to	  correct.	  I	  glance	  skyward,	  hoping	  I	  will	  not	  see	  a	  fluttering	  dress	  silhouetted	  in	  the	  moonlight	  atop	  the	  fifty-­‐plus	  story	  building.	  Truly?	  I	  live	  for	  this	  shit.	  I	  take	  the	  stairs.	  I	  figure	  if	  I	  show	  up	  at	  the	  roof	  all	  sweaty	  and	  out	  of	  breath	  with	  my	  shirt	  halfway	  unbuttoned,	  I	  will	  look	  like	  the	  hero	  of	  that	  one	  movie.	  She	  will	  be	  my	  Rapunzel	  atop	  the	  tower.	  I	  hope	  she	  is	  hot.	  Maybe	  I	  should	  unbutton	  my	  pants	  too.	  	   About	  twelve	  stories	  up,	  I	  am	  the	  one	  dying.	  Well	  I	  mean,	  we	  are	  all	  dying—but	  I	  am	  really	  dying.	  I	  pull	  my	  shirt	  off	  and	  begin	  ringing	  it	  out	  like	  a	  wet	  towel.	  A	  small	  puddle	  of	  sweat	  forms	  at	  my	  feet.	  Well	  shit,	  I	  say	  aloud	  to	  no	  one	  in	  particular,	  I	  am	  taking	  the	  elevator.	  	  	   I	  sit	  in	  the	  corner	  of	  the	  elevator	  watching	  the	  little	  numbers	  light	  up.	  My	  watch	  tells	  me	  it	  is	  two	  until	  three.	  I	  am	  going	  to	  make	  it,	  I	  tell	  myself.	  The	  elevator	  music	  reaches	  a	  crescendo,	  cymbals	  crash	  and	  trumpets	  climax.	  The	  tiny	  enclosure	  is	  flooded	  with	  a	  proverbial	  chorus	  of	  angels.	  The	  small	  speaker	  mounted	  above	  the	  elevator	  door	  shakes	  as	  the	  music	  comes	  flooding	  outward.	  I	  am	  naked,	  swimming	  in	  melodious	  harmony,	  being	  carried	  away	  by	  note	  after	  note	  of	  pure	  bliss.	  I	  open	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my	  eyes	  and	  the	  music	  is	  gone,	  replaced	  again	  by	  the	  monotonous	  bleating	  of	  whatever	  accordion	  solo	  was	  deemed	  best	  when	  this	  particular	  piece	  of	  muzak	  was	  recorded	  in	  the	  mid-­‐to-­‐late	  forties.	  I	  look	  down.	  I	  am	  still	  naked.	  	  	   I	  reassemble	  my	  ensemble	  and	  the	  metal	  doors	  slide	  open	  after	  what	  feels	  like	  forever.	  Fresh	  air	  rushes	  through	  the	  shuddering,	  ever-­‐expanding	  slit.	  I	  swear	  this	  elevator	  has	  mental	  issues,	  but	  if	  that	  is	  not	  the	  kettle	  calling	  the	  kettle	  a	  kettle,	  I	  do	  not	  know	  what	  is.	  Thankful	  I	  decided	  to	  put	  my	  clothes	  back	  on,	  I	  tentatively	  step	  from	  the	  metal	  deathtrap.	  It	  would	  seem	  I	  am	  alone	  up	  here.	  I	  have	  never	  smoked	  one	  in	  my	  life	  but	  again	  I	  find	  myself	  wishing	  for	  a	  cigarette.	  	  	   A	  voice	  issues	  from	  a	  ledge	  behind	  me:	  Oh,	  Robert,	  Robert,	  wherefore	  art	  thou	  Robert?	  Deny	  thy	  sensibilities	  and	  come	  to	  my	  side,	  you	  god	  forsaken	  douchebag.	  	  I	  turn	  toward	  the	  source	  of	  this	  prose.	  Who	  is	  this	  Athena?	  My	  first	  impulse	  is	  to	  cage	  this	  songbird	  for	  my	  own	  personal	  use,	  to	  set	  the	  cage	  atop	  my	  nightstand	  and	  close	  my	  eyes	  to	  the	  sound	  of	  her	  as	  I	  nod	  off.	  	   She	  hears	  me	  step	  forward,	  tilts	  her	  head	  in	  my	  direction.	  She	  does	  not	  step	  from	  the	  ledge.	  She	  does	  not	  turn	  from	  the	  ledge.	  She	  stands	  perfectly	  still,	  perched	  atop	  her	  ledge.	  Tell	  me,	  she	  says,	  why	  does	  the	  caged	  bird	  sing?	  	  We	  are	  mixing	  metaphors.	  Uh,	  I	  say,	  I	  am	  not	  entirely	  sure.	  I	  suppose	  I	  never	  gave	  it	  much	  thought.	  	  	   She	  wears	  medical	  scrubs.	  An	  off-­‐blue	  facemask	  hangs	  low	  around	  her	  neck.	  Her	  hair	  is	  the	  color	  of	  a	  brown...	  something.	  I	  imagine	  it	  smells	  of	  honey	  as	  it	  wafts	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gently	  in	  the	  wind.	  Her	  voice,	  sweeping	  across	  the	  rooftop,	  springs	  me	  from	  my	  momentary	  reverie.	  Who	  are	  you?	  she	  demands	  to	  know.	  You	  are	  not	  Robert.	  	   And	  it	  is	  true.	  I	  am	  not	  Robert,	  nor	  have	  I	  ever	  been,	  nor	  will	  I	  ever	  be.	  It	  is	  now,	  and	  I	  mean	  right	  now,	  that	  I	  choose	  to	  attempt	  to	  talk	  her	  down.	  In	  the	  movies	  of	  which	  I	  am	  fond,	  he	  who	  talks	  the	  young	  lady	  from	  her	  ledge	  is	  worshipped	  as	  a	  hero.	  This	  appeals	  to	  me.	  Again,	  my	  thoughts	  are	  routed	  through	  my	  throat	  and	  out	  my	  mouth,	  completely	  bypassing	  my	  brain	  along	  the	  way:	  You	  know,	  the	  golden	  gate	  bridge	  is	  the	  most	  popular	  suicide	  destination	  in	  the	  United	  States.	  	  	   She	  cocks	  her	  head	  and	  I	  have	  no	  choice	  but	  to	  continue.	  It	  is	  true,	  I	  say.	  Depending	  on	  the	  state	  of	  the	  Dow	  Jones	  Industrial	  Average,	  one	  self-­‐inflicted	  death	  is	  reported	  every	  two	  weeks,	  but	  many	  more	  go	  unreported	  in	  the	  dead	  of	  night.	  In	  addition,	  I	  explain,	  somewhere	  in	  the	  ballpark	  of	  seventy	  suicidal	  individuals	  are	  removed	  from	  the	  bridge	  in	  a	  single	  year.	  It	  is	  all	  very	  interesting,	  really.	  On	  impact,	  the	  jumper’s	  velocity	  can	  be	  as	  high	  as	  eighty	  miles	  per	  hour,	  at	  which	  point,	  water	  takes	  on	  a	  similar	  impact	  force	  to	  that	  of	  concrete.	  A	  little	  over	  four	  seconds,	  I	  say.	  	   The	  wind	  picks	  up.	  	   	  	   Four	  seconds	  what?	  she	  asks.	  	   How	  long,	  I	  say—I	  wait	  a	  few	  seconds	  for	  emphasis—that	  is	  how	  long	  the	  jumper	  has	  to	  contemplate	  infinity.	  She	  turns	  to	  me	  now,	  careful	  not	  to	  step	  back	  on	  to	  nothing.	  I	  see	  the	  front	  of	  her	  scrubs	  for	  the	  first	  time.	  Deep	  brown	  splotches	  riddle	  her	  sleeves	  and	  torso,	  still	  damp.	  The	  stains	  billow	  with	  the	  wind	  and	  seem	  to	  flow	  and	  change	  as	  a	  sick,	  blood-­‐riddled	  inkblot	  might.	  She	  lifts	  her	  right	  foot	  toward	  me,	  staring	  intently	  at	  its	  form	  as	  if	  trying	  to	  determine	  its	  function.	  Slowly	  her	  gaze	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rises	  from	  her	  feet	  to	  my	  eyes	  where	  they	  rest	  for	  a	  moment.	  She	  speaks	  with	  purpose,	  but	  her	  words	  would	  take	  four	  seconds	  to	  reach	  me,	  borne	  for	  that	  moment	  across	  the	  infinite	  sixteen-­‐foot	  gap	  between	  us	  by	  a	  random	  gust.	  	   I	  watch	  her	  mouth	  move	  wordlessly	  in	  the	  same	  fashion	  that	  I	  watch	  her	  raise	  her	  arms	  to	  form	  a	  cross.	  	  	   At	  first	  I	  hear	  only	  the	  flutter	  of	  her	  loose	  fitting	  scrubs	  fighting	  against	  the	  opposing	  wind	  until	  the	  four	  seconds	  expire	  and	  her	  words	  at	  long	  last	  alight	  upon	  my	  ears.	  	   Naturally	  you	  want	  to	  know	  her	  final	  utterance,	  and	  it	  is	  okay	  to	  be	  curious.	  Truth	  be	  told,	  I	  cannot	  in	  all	  honesty	  relate	  in	  its	  entirety	  the	  young	  woman’s	  final	  five	  words	  upon	  dying.	  To	  be	  frank,	  all	  I	  could	  make	  out	  was	  “I	  want	  to	  go,”	  the	  final	  word	  being	  rendered	  indistinguishable	  by	  the	  singular	  sound	  of	  one’s	  soul	  being	  released	  under	  the	  splattered	  pressure	  created	  by	  one	  hundred	  and	  twenty	  pounds	  of	  instantly	  liquefied	  meat	  spread	  slick	  across	  the	  street	  in	  the	  dim	  light	  cast	  by	  what	  can	  only	  be	  described	  as	  a	  waxing	  moon.	  	  …Or	  is	  it	  waning?	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Fumigation	  Richard	  Montoya	  I	  take	  her	  on	  the	  pew.	  She	  is	  dressed	  to	  the	  sevens	  in	  her	  Wednesday	  best	  and	  I	  don’t	  even	  wait	  for	  her	  to	  kick	  off	  her	  strappy	  shoes	  before	  I’m	  running	  my	  thumb	  up	  that	  chorded	  indent	  on	  her	  inner	  thigh.	  I	  love	  sundresses	  for	  this	  reason,	  and	  there’s	  something	  about	  deflowering	  a	  floral	  print	  that	  just	  feels	  right.	  There’s	  control	  in	  this	  puppeteering,	  my	  hand	  up	  her	  dress,	  deft	  manipulations	  with	  nimble	  fingers.	  	   Her	  diaphragm	  shudders,	  a	  heat	  on	  my	  hand,	  her	  lips	  part	  and	  her	  flower	  blossoms,	  moist	  with	  what	  I	  can	  only	  equate	  with	  dew	  or	  perhaps	  a	  kind	  of	  nectar.	  Her	  breath	  comes	  in	  short,	  terse	  bursts	  and	  when	  she	  lets	  a	  moan	  escape	  to	  echo	  about	  the	  vestibule	  I	  put	  my	  free	  thumb	  in	  her	  mouth	  to	  remind	  her	  of	  the	  necessity	  of	  discretion.	  She	  sucks	  it	  gratefully;	  her	  tongue	  is	  velvet	  to	  my	  whorl.	  	  	  	   I	  work	  my	  fingers	  with	  a	  blind	  precision,	  barely	  brushing	  the	  blushing	  cloth.	  There	  is	  no	  urgency,	  there	  is	  no	  time,	  there	  is	  only	  the	  electric	  convergence	  of	  two	  particular	  thumbs	  pulling	  a	  pulse	  from	  two	  different	  sets	  of	  lips.	  She	  fumbles	  at	  my	  belt,	  working	  the	  clasp	  with	  first	  one	  hand	  and	  then	  the	  other.	  I	  let	  her	  struggle,	  let	  her	  feel	  the	  pressure	  mount	  against	  her	  fingertips.	  	  	   At	  this	  point	  she	  gives	  up	  and	  her	  fingers	  dive	  for	  the	  zipper.	  I	  melt	  in	  her	  hand.	  She	  strokes	  the	  tight	  skin	  and	  my	  blood	  surges	  just	  below	  the	  surface	  until	  I	  can	  no	  longer	  feel	  my	  toes.	  	   Somewhere	  toward	  the	  altar	  a	  bang	  resonates.	  I	  press	  her	  down	  and	  force	  my	  zipper	  shut.	  I	  roll	  off	  to	  crouch	  beside	  her	  and	  she’s	  straightening	  the	  dress,	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frantically	  smoothing	  her	  various	  creases.	  The	  dress	  resists,	  and	  the	  name	  I	  read	  on	  her	  nametag	  is	  no	  more	  familiar	  than	  the	  features	  of	  her	  face.	  There’s	  a	  distinct	  tingling	  in	  the	  back	  of	  my	  head,	  a	  spider’s	  web	  of	  a	  sensation,	  and	  my	  hand	  instinctively	  reaches	  for	  a	  Roller.	  Her	  eyes	  seem	  to	  widen	  when	  she	  sees	  the	  pack	  and	  she	  stops	  pressing	  her	  dress	  long	  enough	  to	  help	  herself	  to	  one	  before	  I	  take	  my	  leave.	  The	  thing	  is	  lit	  before	  I	  even	  reach	  the	  exit.	  	  	  	   Hello,	  my	  name	  is	  Jimothy	  Tuller	  and	  I	  am	  an	  extrovert	  with	  a	  people	  problem.	  	  I	  let	  the	  church	  door	  slam	  behind	  me,	  imagining	  the	  tidal	  wave	  echo	  I’ve	  unleashed	  through	  the	  pews,	  weaving	  through	  side	  doors	  to	  send	  ripples	  through	  stale	  coffee	  and	  jostle	  plastic	  folding	  chairs.	  I	  tear	  off	  my	  nametag	  and	  see	  an	  image	  of	  the	  lord’s	  face	  staring	  back	  at	  me	  in	  the	  lint	  that’s	  attached	  to	  the	  back.	  The	  fuzzy	  eyes	  are	  accusatory.	  I	  watch	  the	  sticker	  float	  past	  my	  zipper,	  which	  is	  still	  recovering	  from	  the	  encounter.	  Forgive	  me,	  father,	  for	  I	  have	  sinned.	  There’s	  a	  pack	  located	  in	  my	  inside	  breast	  pocket,	  resting	  heavily	  on	  my	  heart.	  I’ve	  found	  my	  religion,	  and	  our	  congregation	  is	  without	  bounds.	  Glory	  to	  Rollers	  in	  the	  highest.	  Light	  one	  and	  revel.	  Two	  smokes	  and	  a	  seventeen-­‐minute	  cab	  ride	  later,	  I’m	  sitting	  in	  the	  same	  wallowing	  circle,	  sipping	  the	  same	  stale	  coffee,	  listening	  to	  the	  same	  sob	  stories	  in	  a	  church	  across	  town.	  Most	  people	  trying	  to	  wriggle	  their	  way	  from	  the	  death	  grip	  of	  dependence	  just	  end	  up	  substituting	  one	  addiction	  for	  another.	  That’s	  why	  they	  send	  me	  to	  the	  meetings.	  	  Recovering	  alcoholics	  are	  like	  catfish,	  all	  gaping	  mouths	  and	  grizzled	  whiskers,	  desperate	  for	  anything	  that’ll	  sate	  the	  bottle-­‐shaped	  hole	  in	  their	  faces.	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Thing	  is,	  sometimes	  those	  thirteen	  Styrofoam	  cups	  of	  grounds	  steeped	  in	  hot	  water	  just	  don’t	  cut	  it.	  So	  you	  take	  those	  catfish,	  stick	  them	  in	  a	  barrel,	  and	  put	  them	  out	  of	  their	  misery.	  But	  not	  with	  a	  shotgun,	  no,	  that’d	  be	  too	  easy.	  You	  put	  them	  out	  of	  their	  misery	  by	  putting	  them	  into	  bliss.	  You	  do	  it	  with	  a	  pack	  of	  Rollers.	  	  The	  meeting	  adjourns	  and	  I	  go	  to	  work.	  	  She	  had	  told	  a	  story	  about	  being	  her	  sorority	  in	  college,	  about	  Pink	  Panty	  Droppers	  and	  Jungle	  Juice.	  By	  the	  time	  she	  left	  college,	  alcohol	  was	  the	  only	  socializing	  she	  knew.	  Men,	  she	  said,	  only	  showed	  interest	  when	  she	  had	  a	  Red	  Solo	  Cup	  in	  hand.	  Thing	  about	  me	  is,	  I	  don’t	  need	  a	  drop	  of	  Jungle	  Juice	  to	  make	  those	  panties	  drop.	  	  Although	  I	  like	  to	  think	  I’ve	  learned	  my	  lesson,	  I	  really	  am	  a	  creature	  of	  habit;	  I	  take	  this	  on	  the	  pew	  too.	  We	  go	  through	  the	  blood	  pumping,	  lip	  biting,	  muscle	  clenching	  movements	  but	  this	  time	  there	  is	  no	  interruption.	  With	  the	  practiced	  hands	  of	  a	  Delta	  she	  works	  my	  belt	  and	  pulls	  it	  from	  the	  loops	  like	  a	  leather	  snake.	  Her	  underwear	  is	  around	  her	  ankles	  and	  she	  arches	  her	  back.	  I	  pull	  her	  close	  to	  me	  and	  she	  pulls	  me	  into	  her.	  	   We	  fall	  into	  a	  rhythm	  of	  subtle	  gyration,	  self-­‐serving	  and	  selfless,	  hips	  working	  furiously	  in	  unison.	  I	  moisten	  my	  fingers	  in	  her	  mouth	  to	  apply	  a	  wet	  pressure	  between	  her	  legs	  and	  she	  throws	  her	  head	  back	  in	  mute	  rapture.	  I	  move	  my	  hand	  against	  her	  ribs,	  working	  my	  way	  to	  her	  neck	  until	  she’s	  biting	  mine,	  softly	  at	  first	  and	  then	  with	  an	  added	  pressure.	  	  	   When	  I	  finish,	  the	  world	  goes	  dark	  and	  for	  one	  blissful	  moment	  I	  see	  as	  the	  sightless	  see:	  the	  smell	  of	  sharp	  incense	  folding	  with	  her	  salty	  scent	  and	  my	  musky	  own;	  the	  swell	  of	  her	  chest,	  her	  hand	  through	  my	  hair;	  the	  trochaic	  outbursts	  of	  her	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just-­‐caught	  breath,	  punctuated	  by	  the	  tolling	  of	  a	  distant	  belfry	  and	  the	  incessant	  ticking	  of	  my	  clockwork	  heart;	  my	  skin	  contracting	  as	  we	  pull	  apart,	  a	  separation	  of	  twins	  conjoined	  at	  the	  crotch;	  a	  sudden	  awareness	  of	  my	  cosmic	  coordinates,	  my	  insignificant	  position	  in	  the	  universe,	  a	  lump	  of	  atoms	  tossed	  haphazardly	  into	  an	  unfathomable	  stew	  and	  yet	  integral,	  infinitely	  unique.	  Then	  the	  feeling	  is	  gone,	  leaving	  in	  its	  wake	  an	  insatiable	  urge	  for	  a	  shave	  and	  a	  haircut,	  no,	  not	  that.	  It’s	  the	  urge	  for	  a	  filter	  between	  the	  lips,	  a	  tightening	  in	  the	  lungs,	  and	  a	  clouding	  of	  the	  mind.	  	  	   I	  can	  see	  again,	  and	  the	  first	  thing	  I	  notice	  is	  that	  I’m	  no	  longer	  occupying	  the	  center	  of	  the	  universe	  but	  rather	  some	  aging	  place	  of	  worship,	  and	  not	  even	  the	  center	  of	  that.	  The	  second	  thing	  is	  a	  dampness	  in	  my	  pants.	  	  I	  pull	  out	  my	  pack	  and	  offer	  her	  one.	  She	  hesitates,	  but	  before	  she	  can	  decline	  I	  tuck	  her	  hair	  behind	  her	  ear,	  leaving	  the	  Roller	  behind.	  I	  whisper	  something	  about	  the	  rush	  I’m	  in	  before	  turning	  on	  my	  heel	  to	  leave.	  I	  don’t	  even	  have	  to	  look	  back	  to	  know	  I’ve	  clipped	  her	  wings.	  An	  hour	  after	  the	  Alcoholics	  Anonymous	  meeting	  lets	  out,	  I’m	  striding	  toward	  the	  bar	  with	  a	  martini	  in	  mind.	  This	  is	  my	  twelve-­‐step	  program,	  and	  I	  laugh	  even	  though	  it	  only	  takes	  me	  ten	  steps	  to	  pull	  out	  a	  stool	  next	  to	  a	  pretty	  pair	  of	  legs.	  In	  my	  line	  of	  work,	  there	  are	  no	  addicts,	  only	  loyal	  customers.	  	  	  “See,	  smokers	  aren’t	  smokers,	  they’re	  inhalers.	  Non-­‐smokers	  are	  mouth	  breathers,	  packs	  are	  revenue,	  and	  cancer,”	  she’s	  hanging	  on	  every	  word,	  “cancer	  is	  a	  lost	  cause.	  All	  mouth	  brea—”	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“Okay,	  industry	  jargon,	  very	  cute.”	  She	  pouts	  her	  lips.	  “So	  which	  one	  are	  you?”	  I	  have	  her	  wrapped	  around	  my	  finger	  but	  what	  I	  really	  want	  is	  her	  legs	  wrapped	  around	  my	  torso.	  I	  let	  her	  know	  as	  much	  with	  a	  bemused	  cock	  of	  the	  brow,	  a	  reorienting	  of	  the	  shoulders,	  and	  an	  interested	  gaze.	  	  	  “Who,	  me?	  There	  are	  no	  such	  things	  as	  inhalers	  in	  my	  line	  of	  work,	  mouth	  breathers	  neither.	  We’re	  a	  special	  breed.”	  I	  take	  a	  swig	  of	  gin	  and	  look	  her	  dead	  in	  the	  eyes	  over	  the	  rim.	  “They	  call	  us	  slingers.”	  It’s	  all	  an	  effort	  to	  harken	  back	  to	  those	  halcyon	  days	  when	  you	  couldn’t	  toss	  a	  butt	  over	  your	  shoulder	  without	  it	  bouncing	  off	  the	  five	  o’clock	  shadow	  of	  a	  gruff	  cowboy	  complete	  with	  lit	  cig	  and	  steely	  eyes.	  “See,	  smoking,	  in	  my	  line	  of	  work,	  is	  an	  occupational	  hazard.	  I	  am	  a	  smoker	  by	  trade,	  not	  preference.”	  At	  this	  point	  I	  reach	  in	  my	  pocket	  and	  pull	  the	  pack	  out.	  With	  a	  flick	  of	  the	  wrist,	  a	  florid	  flourish,	  the	  Roller	  is	  pursed	  between	  my	  lips.	  “Call	  me	  Jay.”	  Another	  flick,	  this	  time	  of	  a	  zippo,	  and	  the	  Roller	  is	  lit.	  	  It’s	  the	  only	  thing	  I’ve	  got	  left—the	  lighter,	  not	  the	  smoke—to	  remember	  my	  old	  man	  by.	  Oxidized	  rusty	  silver,	  his	  platoon	  number	  inscribed	  across	  the	  top.	  I	  take	  a	  drag	  and	  hold	  it.	  Ask	  not	  what	  your	  head	  can	  do	  for	  you	  but	  what	  you	  can	  do	  for	  your	  head;	  that’s	  what	  he	  had	  etched	  on	  the	  front.	  It	  didn’t	  stop	  some	  gook	  from	  threading	  a	  39mm	  through	  his	  ear.	  I	  release	  the	  smoke	  from	  my	  lungs	  and	  it	  curls	  lazily,	  lingering	  in	  the	  air	  as	  it	  was	  so	  carefully	  designed	  to	  do.	  The	  bartender’s	  voice	  is	  so	  gruff	  it	  almost	  musses	  my	  hair.	  “Hey.	  You	  can’t	  light	  up	  in	  here.”	  	  My	  body	  tenses	  but	  with	  careful	  control	  I	  lift	  the	  pack	  so	  he	  can	  read	  the	  label	  on	  the	  back.	  It	  took	  the	  boys	  in	  the	  lab	  a	  long	  time	  to	  design	  these	  babies	  and	  it	  took	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the	  boys	  in	  legal	  even	  longer	  to	  hack	  their	  way	  through	  red	  tape,	  so	  I’d	  feel	  a	  little	  guilty	  if	  I	  didn’t	  make	  use	  of	  their	  good	  work.	  His	  brow	  furrows	  as	  he	  reads	  the	  small	  type	  printed	  in	  the	  box	  usually	  reserved	  for	  the	  Surgeon	  General’s	  warning:	  	  
At this time, the office of the Surgeon General has not 
determined with significant evidence that there is any risk 
of cancer attributable to this product. There is no law 
prohibiting the use of this product in the public forum. 
This product is not labeled for resale and is to be used in 
clinical trials only. These statements have not been 
validated by the FDA. Have a nice fuckin’ day.  Okay,	  I	  made	  that	  last	  bit	  up,	  but	  you	  catch	  the	  gist.	  	  That’s	  right,	  no	  risk	  of	  cancer,	  which	  means	  no	  second-­‐hand	  smoke,	  which	  means	  I	  can	  light	  up	  wherever	  I	  damn	  please.	  Just	  like	  those	  little	  electronic	  hand	  job	  cigarettes	  that	  release	  vapor	  or	  whatever.	  But	  Rollers?	  These	  are	  the	  real	  deal.	  	  He	  grunts	  after	  glancing	  over	  the	  pack,	  suddenly	  so	  absorbed	  in	  the	  greasy	  glass	  he’s	  toweling	  that	  he	  can’t	  bother	  to	  look	  me	  in	  the	  eyes	  when	  I	  reach	  across	  the	  bar	  to	  take	  it	  back.	  I	  incline	  the	  pack	  toward	  the	  emerald	  dress	  and	  the	  lady	  inside	  it.	  She	  pulls	  out	  a	  Roller	  and	  holds	  it	  near	  her	  lips,	  eager	  to	  prove	  she’s	  no	  mouth	  breather.	  “Alright,	  Jay.	  I’ll	  bite.”	  	  I	  lean	  in	  with	  the	  lighter	  and	  the	  flint	  flickers,	  setting	  her	  eyes	  aflame.	  “I’d	  actually	  prefer	  if	  you	  didn’t.”	  	  Every	  time	  I’m	  lighting	  someone	  a	  Roller,	  an	  angel	  loses	  its	  wings.	  That’s	  what	  we	  call	  it,	  clipping	  wings,	  when	  a	  mouth	  breather	  becomes	  a	  full-­‐fledged	  inhaler.	  Every	  time	  I	  snip	  three	  pairs	  of	  wings,	  they	  send	  me	  a	  free	  pack.	  I	  usually	  
49 
wrap	  up	  a	  tight	  Christmas	  bonus	  too,	  plus	  more	  than	  enough	  under	  the	  table	  to	  buy	  Tiny	  Tim	  a	  titanium	  spine,	  were	  I	  so	  inclined.	  	  They	  really	  are	  a	  miracle	  of	  modern	  engineering—the	  Rollers,	  not	  the	  spines—I’m	  talking	  the	  Sistine	  Chapel	  painted	  on	  the	  up-­‐skirt	  of	  the	  Statue	  of	  Liberty	  holding	  a	  torch	  made	  of	  anti-­‐matter,	  all	  rolled	  up	  and	  sprinkled	  with	  a	  healthy	  dose	  of	  genetically	  modified	  tobacco.	  She	  wrinkles	  her	  nose	  after	  the	  first	  inhalation,	  and	  then	  seems	  to	  sink	  into	  it.	  A	  familiar	  daze	  overcomes	  her	  cool	  demeanor.	  Her	  muscles	  relax	  and	  her	  mouth	  forms	  a	  stupid	  grin.	  Her	  legs	  open	  perceptibly	  and	  her	  knee	  rests	  against	  my	  own.	  I	  order	  a	  Rye	  Manhattan	  on	  the	  rocks,	  and	  one	  of	  whatever	  she’s	  drinking.	  	  You	  see,	  not	  only	  have	  Rollers	  defied	  all	  efforts	  to	  prove	  they	  cause	  cancer,	  they’re	  also	  about	  fifty	  times	  more	  addictive	  than	  your	  average	  American	  Spirit.	  At	  first	  puff,	  you	  know	  something	  is	  different.	  It’s	  almost	  too	  smooth,	  you	  miss	  that	  taste	  of	  death,	  the	  same	  taste	  that	  made	  you	  feel	  so	  damn	  alive	  after	  your	  first	  Black&Mild,	  but	  then	  you	  take	  another	  drag	  and	  you’re	  used	  to	  it.	  Hell,	  you’re	  more	  than	  used	  to	  it,	  by	  then	  it’s	  better	  than	  breathing.	  	  She’s	  nodding	  at	  everything	  I	  say	  now	  and	  I	  can’t	  lose.	  I	  take	  one	  last	  drag	  and	  drown	  it	  with	  the	  dregs	  of	  my	  whiskey.	  She	  puts	  hers	  out	  and	  I	  can	  tell	  the	  euphoria	  is	  hearty,	  sticks	  to	  her	  ribs,	  so	  she	  downs	  her	  drink	  right	  behind	  my	  own.	  She’s	  got	  those	  fuck-­‐me	  eyes	  and	  those	  fuck-­‐me	  dimples,	  all	  accentuated	  by	  a	  cascading	  tumble	  of	  auburn	  hair,	  all	  whips	  and	  chains	  and	  free-­‐flowing	  expression.	  She	  twirls	  a	  tendril	  around	  her	  finger	  and	  inserts	  it	  in	  her	  ear.	  I	  order	  another	  round	  and	  she	  laughs	  as	  if	  I’ve	  said	  something	  witty.	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  The	  way	  the	  boys	  put	  it	  to	  me,	  a	  Roller	  makes	  you	  feel	  good	  about	  being	  you.	  Feels	  good	  in	  your	  mouth,	  in	  your	  lungs,	  feels	  good	  just	  to	  be	  holding	  the	  damn	  thing.	  Makes	  you	  feel	  so	  good	  that	  you	  realize	  you’ll	  never	  feel	  content	  again	  without	  another.	  They	  say	  it’s	  better	  than	  the	  best	  orgasm	  you’ve	  ever	  had,	  so	  good	  that	  everything	  after	  it	  just	  pales	  in	  comparison.	  That’s	  the	  beauty.	  Once	  you’ve	  smoked	  every	  dustlick	  of	  tobacco	  out	  of	  that	  Roller	  and	  all	  you’ve	  got	  left	  to	  remember	  the	  affair	  is	  a	  worthless	  butt,	  you	  notice	  a	  telephone	  number	  on	  the	  filter	  and	  you	  wonder	  if	  it’s	  always	  been	  there	  or	  you	  were	  just	  too	  oblivious	  to	  notice	  before.	  By	  now,	  the	  kind	  man	  with	  the	  winning	  smile	  is	  gone	  or	  you’d	  bum	  another—and	  to	  be	  perfectly	  clear,	  you	  need	  another—so	  you	  dial	  the	  digits	  and	  when	  the	  sultry	  voice	  on	  the	  end	  of	  the	  line	  asks	  for	  a	  referral	  number,	  you	  look	  back	  at	  the	  filter	  and	  notice	  it	  for	  the	  first	  time	  too.	  	  We’re	  deep	  in	  our	  cups	  now	  and	  she’s	  eyeing	  my	  chest,	  probably	  waiting	  for	  me	  to	  light	  up	  so	  she	  can	  bat	  her	  eyelashes	  for	  another	  go.	  It’s	  okay	  because	  I’m	  eyeing	  her	  chest	  too.	  I	  have	  my	  reasons.	  I	  pull	  out	  the	  pack	  and	  she	  leans	  over,	  feigning	  ignorance,	  until	  I	  can	  see	  down	  her	  shirt.	  She	  laughs	  again	  causing	  her	  breasts	  to	  swell	  and	  I	  can	  feel	  myself	  react	  in	  kind.	  I	  pull	  a	  pair	  of	  Rollers	  from	  the	  pack.	   It’s	  a	  simple	  system.	  Every	  time	  I	  clip	  a	  set	  of	  wings	  and	  some	  newly	  converted	  mouth	  breather	  calls	  in	  with	  my	  referral	  number,	  they	  get	  a	  free	  starter	  pack:	  a	  carton	  of	  Rollers	  and	  some	  education	  materials,	  a	  seventy-­‐page	  contract	  nobody	  ever	  reads,	  instructions	  on	  where	  to	  drop	  off	  periodic	  blood	  samples,	  stuff	  like	  that.	  There’s	  no	  laboratory,	  no	  boss-­‐man	  to	  track	  your	  progress,	  you’re	  on	  your	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own.	  But	  that’s	  not	  to	  say	  they	  don’t	  know	  how	  to	  find	  you.	  After	  all,	  they’ve	  got	  to	  send	  your	  packs	  somewhere,	  got	  to	  know	  where	  to	  send	  that	  green	  slip.	  You	  collect	  three	  sets	  of	  wings,	  they	  send	  you	  another	  pack,	  and	  the	  cycle	  keeps	  going.	  She	  licks	  her	  lips	  first,	  nibbles	  them	  a	  little	  so	  they’ll	  turn	  red	  and	  puffy,	  and	  I’m	  almost	  jealous	  of	  the	  Roller	  when	  she	  parts	  them	  to	  take	  it	  in	  her	  mouth.	  	  She	  looks	  at	  me	  imploringly,	  her	  eyes	  round	  and	  concerned,	  before	  I	  realize	  I’ve	  forgotten	  to	  pull	  out	  my	  lighter.	  	  Problem	  is,	  eventually	  they’ll	  pull	  the	  plug	  and	  it’ll	  hurt	  more	  than	  a	  vice	  grip	  to	  the	  scrotum.	  They’ve	  got	  their	  hand	  on	  it	  too—the	  plug,	  not	  your	  scrotum—ready	  to	  stop	  distributing	  to	  the	  subjects	  the	  moment	  they	  transcend	  legal	  limbo	  and	  can	  start	  really	  making	  profit.	  By	  then	  they’ll	  have	  a	  zombie	  army,	  coveting	  every	  last	  Roller	  of	  their	  stash	  until	  they	  run	  out.	  They’ll	  run	  out	  to	  the	  gas	  station,	  each	  and	  every	  last	  slinger	  and	  subject,	  and	  Big	  Tobacco	  will	  make	  back	  every	  cent	  they	  ever	  paid	  out.	  Loyal	  to	  the	  last	  puff.	  Her	  laughter	  winds	  through	  the	  haze,	  but	  it’s	  far	  away	  despite	  her	  hand	  on	  my	  knee.	  We’re	  standing	  now.	  I	  clutch	  the	  back	  of	  the	  stool	  to	  shake	  my	  head	  like	  an	  etch-­‐a-­‐sketch	  and	  when	  the	  dust	  settles	  I’m	  standing	  outside	  and	  she’s	  clutching	  my	  arm.	  I	  drift	  through	  scenes	  like	  a	  wisp	  of	  smoke,	  experiencing	  everything	  and	  retaining	  nothing.	  I’m	  vaguely	  aware	  of	  a	  vibrating	  sensation,	  yellow	  shellac,	  wind	  on	  my	  face,	  a	  hand	  down	  my	  pants.	  The	  world	  is	  wobbling,	  it	  comes	  and	  goes.	  There’s	  something	  satisfying	  about	  entering	  the	  void,	  even	  if	  it’s	  not	  recognizable	  at	  the	  time—a	  sort	  of	  trial	  separation,	  where	  the	  mind	  and	  body	  take	  a	  little	  time	  apart—the	  incursion	  of	  blackouts	  like	  little	  breaks	  from	  consciousness.	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We	  all	  acknowledge	  the	  plug	  is	  getting	  pulled,	  someday;	  it’s	  as	  inevitable	  as	  death	  and	  faxes.	  Of	  course,	  the	  coin	  could	  land	  on	  the	  other	  side.	  There’s	  no	  guarantee	  that	  the	  intricate	  web	  of	  legalese	  the	  boys	  have	  spun	  can	  hold	  forever.	  We	  call	  this	  D-­‐Day,	  the	  day	  the	  chimps	  die	  and	  thousands	  of	  slingers	  get	  that	  key	  lime	  kill	  slip.	  When	  it	  comes	  there’ll	  be	  no	  more	  wings	  to	  clip,	  no	  gas	  stations	  to	  crawl	  to.	  Once	  you’ve	  got	  Rollers	  in	  your	  life	  there’s	  nothing	  else	  you’ll	  be	  able	  to	  inhale,	  except	  maybe	  the	  barrel	  of	  a	  smoking	  gun.	  	  	   When	  I	  emerge	  from	  the	  fog,	  I’m	  standing	  in	  front	  of	  a	  faintly	  familiar	  hotel	  arguing	  with	  a	  cab	  driver	  about	  god	  knows	  what.	  The	  brunette	  from	  the	  bar	  is	  beside	  me	  speaking	  on	  her	  cell	  phone	  to	  a	  man	  about	  a	  monkey	  suit.	  I	  forget	  this	  immediately.	  The	  cabbie	  is	  still	  talking,	  something	  vaguely	  insulting	  in	  a	  curry-­‐flavored	  tongue.	  Beyond	  caring,	  I	  dig	  through	  my	  pockets	  and	  hand	  him	  my	  wallet	  and	  the	  last	  pack	  of	  Rollers.	  He	  takes	  off	  with	  a	  squealing	  of	  wheels	  and	  a	  backhand	  toss.	  The	  wallet	  bounces	  off	  my	  chest	  with	  an	  empty	  thud.	  	  	  	   She’s	  off	  her	  phone	  now	  and	  we’re	  navigating	  the	  lobby.	  Dragging	  her	  toward	  the	  hotel	  room,	  my	  feet	  working	  independently	  of	  myself	  and	  each	  other.	  Her	  shoulder	  strap	  falls	  down	  her	  arm	  while	  I	  fumble	  with	  the	  card	  reader.	  When	  the	  door	  opens	  she	  walks	  right	  to	  the	  bed	  and	  collapses	  face	  first	  in	  the	  pillowy	  down.	  I	  jump	  in	  after	  and	  the	  water’s	  fine.	  I	  roll	  her	  over	  but	  she’s	  not	  having	  it,	  her	  eyes	  closed,	  her	  face	  a	  mask	  of	  unconditional	  sleep.	  I	  prod	  her	  arm	  with	  my	  nose,	  no	  response.	  	  The	  bed	  is	  suddenly	  revolting,	  all	  clinging	  blankets	  and	  lukewarm	  bathwater.	  I	  pull	  her	  strap	  back	  up	  and	  resign	  myself	  to	  sitting	  at	  the	  edge	  of	  the	  mattress.	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Every	  now	  and	  then	  I	  give	  her	  shoulder	  a	  nudge	  to	  no	  effect.	  I	  lift	  her	  legs	  and	  maneuver	  her	  under	  the	  sheets.	  I	  strip	  down	  to	  my	  boxers	  and	  slide	  in	  next	  to	  her	  but	  there’s	  no	  perceptible	  reaction	  to	  my	  touch.	  I	  nudge	  her	  again	  before	  reaching	  for	  the	  remote	  control.	  In	  the	  neon	  darkness,	  I	  am	  alone.	  I	  make	  moist	  love	  to	  my	  hand	  in	  the	  pixellated	  glow	  of	  the	  softcore	  hotel	  pay-­‐per-­‐view.	  She’s	  snoring	  lightly,	  dead	  to	  the	  world	  and	  to	  the	  metronomic	  motion	  of	  the	  bed.	  When	  the	  deed	  is	  done	  I	  am	  so	  exhausted	  that	  I	  fall	  asleep	  with	  a	  puddle	  still	  warm	  in	  the	  indent	  of	  my	  navel,	  each	  little	  worm	  trying	  to	  burrow	  deeper	  than	  the	  last	  to	  embed	  little	  versions	  of	  myself	  into	  eggs	  that	  just	  aren’t	  there.	  	  	   I’m	  not	  sure	  if	  any	  of	  them	  ever	  did	  bridge	  the	  narrow	  umbilical	  gap	  to	  swim	  amongst	  the	  lymphocytes	  of	  my	  blood	  stream—I	  knew	  wrestlers	  in	  high	  school	  who	  used	  their	  bellybuttons	  to	  absorb	  Advil,	  and	  hippies	  in	  college	  who	  did	  the	  same	  with	  LSD—so	  I	  suppose	  it	  wouldn’t	  be	  out	  of	  the	  realm	  of	  possibility.	  I	  do	  suspect	  that	  at	  least	  one	  of	  them	  made	  it	  through	  to	  wriggle	  up	  my	  spine,	  embedding	  itself	  deep	  in	  the	  nerve-­‐laden	  folds	  of	  my	  brain,	  for	  when	  I	  awake	  to	  the	  sticky	  mess	  in	  the	  morning,	  my	  brain	  is	  fresh	  with	  the	  image	  of	  a	  man	  (though	  I’m	  fairly	  certain	  it	  wasn’t	  myself)	  going	  to	  town	  on	  the	  tracheotomy	  hole	  of	  a	  young	  women	  with	  the	  face	  of	  a	  Cigar	  Store	  Indian,	  lending	  new	  and	  horrific	  meaning	  to	  the	  term	  “deep	  throating.”	  Like	  a	  peal	  of	  lightning,	  the	  image	  is	  gone	  as	  quick	  as	  it	  comes,	  and	  I	  am	  left	  with	  only	  a	  slightly	  uneasy	  feeling.	  	  I	  reach	  to	  my	  breast	  pocket	  to	  pull	  out	  a	  Roller	  but	  when	  my	  hand	  comes	  into	  contact	  with	  my	  bare	  chest,	  my	  mind	  plummets	  into	  panic	  and	  a	  spine-­‐contorting	  shudder	  runs	  down	  my	  back.	  I	  twist	  to	  the	  bedside	  table	  and	  the	  sheets	  cling	  to	  my	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ankles	  but	  the	  woman	  at	  my	  side	  does	  not	  wake.	  My	  hand	  is	  shaking	  now;	  I	  knock	  over	  a	  coffee	  mug	  in	  my	  panic,	  sending	  damp	  butts	  to	  the	  carpet	  below.	  There’s	  nothing	  in	  the	  drawer	  but	  a	  Gideon’s	  and	  I’m	  about	  to	  flip	  the	  table	  over	  when	  the	  cab	  driver	  from	  last	  night	  and	  the	  pack	  I	  tipped	  him	  wafts	  into	  my	  consciousness.	  	  I	  disentangle	  myself	  from	  the	  sheets	  and	  the	  prone	  body	  within,	  almost	  diving	  headfirst	  into	  the	  wall	  in	  the	  process.	  There’s	  a	  small	  hotel	  safe	  in	  the	  closet.	  I	  fall	  to	  my	  knees	  before	  its	  glowing	  keypad.	  The	  combination	  is	  the	  same	  as	  my	  referral	  number:	  0-­‐0-­‐0-­‐0.	  	  I	  suppose	  my	  technical	  job	  title	  is	  lobbyist,	  but	  I	  don’t	  spend	  much	  time	  in	  lobbies.	  Hell,	  I	  barely	  even	  understand	  what	  a	  real	  lobbyist	  does.	  I	  prefer	  slinger,	  as	  I	  should,	  seeing	  as	  I’m	  the	  first,	  the	  original,	  Subject	  Ø.	  Before	  Rollers	  I	  was	  nobody	  to	  everybody.	  A	  middle	  class,	  middle	  school	  teacher	  in	  Middle	  America.	  Smoked	  cigarettes	  like	  they	  were	  going	  out	  of	  style.	  Three	  packs	  a	  day,	  four	  when	  I	  could.	  Got	  to	  the	  point	  where	  I	  was	  just	  smoking	  for	  a	  way	  out,	  an	  end,	  slap	  me	  in	  handcuffs	  and	  put	  me	  under	  cardiac	  arrest.	  Turns	  out	  they	  don’t	  use	  cuffs;	  it’s	  all	  blood	  tubes	  and	  piss	  tubes	  and	  O2,	  but	  the	  boys	  upstairs	  cut	  me	  out	  of	  that	  sterile	  hell	  and	  showed	  me	  the	  way	  of	  the	  Roller.	  	  I	  quickly	  count	  thirteen	  packs	  in	  the	  safe,	  a	  baker’s	  dozen,	  holding	  each	  in	  my	  hands	  before	  stacking	  them	  in	  a	  pyramid	  formation.	  I	  grab	  one	  and	  pull	  out	  a	  Roller	  before	  replacing	  the	  pack	  so	  as	  to	  not	  disrupt	  the	  monument.	  I’m	  not	  satisfied	  until	  I	  hear	  the	  click	  of	  a	  bolt	  and	  even	  then	  I	  give	  the	  handle	  a	  hard	  twist.	  Once	  the	  Roller	  is	  securely	  between	  my	  lips,	  I	  reach	  further	  into	  the	  closet	  for	  my	  coat	  pocket	  until	  my	  fingers	  feel	  rough	  silver	  with	  the	  familiar	  inscription.	  I	  slump	  against	  the	  closet	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wall.	  This	  is	  what	  I	  can	  do	  for	  my	  head.	  Once	  the	  Roller	  is	  half	  ash,	  all	  memory	  of	  the	  night’s	  terrors	  drift	  away	  like	  so	  much	  smoke.	  	  	   	  We’re	  Subjects,	  but	  we’re	  not	  test	  subjects.	  Human	  trials	  are	  illegal,	  but	  the	  boys	  have	  stuck	  their	  collective	  dick	  through	  so	  many	  loopholes	  it’s	  not	  even	  funny.	  They’ve	  got	  it	  set	  up	  so	  they	  can	  collect	  data,	  analyze	  blood	  samples,	  shit	  like	  that,	  but	  I’ve	  never	  even	  set	  foot	  in	  a	  laboratory.	  From	  what	  I	  understand	  that’s	  where	  they	  keep	  some	  chimps	  that	  breathe	  nothing	  but	  one	  hundred	  percent	  Roller	  smoke	  their	  entire	  lives.	  From	  what	  I	  can	  tell,	  the	  chimps	  are	  all	  right.	  	  	  	   A	  knock	  at	  the	  door	  breaks	  me	  from	  my	  smoke-­‐induced	  reverie.	  A	  glance	  through	  the	  peep-­‐hole	  reveals	  a	  fish-­‐eye	  bellhop	  with	  tacks	  in	  his	  shoes,	  shifting	  nervously	  from	  foot	  to	  foot.	  I	  watch	  for	  a	  few	  seconds,	  silent	  in	  my	  boxers,	  crusty	  belly	  button	  and	  all.	  A	  wave	  of	  nausea	  floods	  my	  mind	  and	  I	  leave	  the	  monkey	  suit	  standing	  behind	  the	  door.	  I	  slip	  into	  the	  shower.	  	  	   When	  I’m	  finally	  satisfied	  that	  the	  remains	  of	  the	  night	  have	  been	  loofahed	  from	  existence,	  I	  step	  from	  the	  shower	  engulfed	  in	  steam.	  I	  open	  the	  door	  to	  the	  bedroom	  slightly	  hard,	  hoping	  against	  odds	  for	  a	  morning	  romp	  with	  Sleeping	  Beauty,	  but	  my	  eyes	  fall	  upon	  the	  letter	  beneath	  the	  doorframe,	  simple	  in	  its	  complexity,	  a	  pie-­‐shade	  of	  green	  that	  makes	  my	  mind	  race	  and	  my	  pulse	  spike.	  Left	  at	  the	  front	  desk	  for	  one	  Jimothy	  Tuller	  no	  doubt,	  delivered	  to	  the	  room	  by	  a	  bellhop	  with	  a	  tip	  in	  mind.	  My	  towel	  drops;	  my	  muscles	  tense.	  	   Crumpled	  in	  a	  pile	  on	  the	  carpet,	  I	  cradle	  the	  unopened	  letter	  in	  my	  arms.	  My	  breath	  catches	  in	  my	  throat	  as	  I	  feel	  along	  the	  perforated	  edge	  but	  somehow	  I	  can	  sense	  all	  it	  holds	  for	  me	  within	  its	  green,	  murky	  depths.	  My	  mind	  is	  filled	  with	  piled	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monkey	  flesh,	  humanoid	  hands	  slapping	  smoky	  glass	  laboratory	  walls	  in	  silent	  pleas	  for	  mercy.	  Holding	  the	  letter	  between	  trembling	  fingers,	  the	  primal	  screeching	  rings	  in	  my	  ears.	  	   “You’re	  a	  killer,	  you	  know	  that?”	  	   I	  wrench	  my	  head	  around	  to	  the	  bed	  and	  a	  startled	  pain	  sears	  up	  my	  neck.	  	   “You	  call	  yourself	  a	  slinger,”	  this	  comes	  as	  a	  purr	  and	  she	  stretches	  demurely	  between	  the	  sheets,	  “but	  you’re	  a	  slayer.”	  	   I	  am	  aware,	  in	  an	  instant,	  of	  my	  nakedness—the	  scraggly	  tufts	  of	  hair,	  flaccid	  layers	  of	  sloughing	  skin,	  scrotum	  like	  a	  walnut	  shrunken	  in	  the	  wash—I	  pull	  the	  hotel	  towel	  around	  my	  waist.	  	  	   “I	  let	  that	  nice	  bellhop	  boy	  in,	  didn’t	  he	  look	  convincing?	  He	  had	  no	  trouble	  punching	  that	  code.	  Go	  figure.”	  	   The	  safe.	  	  	   I	  lunge	  toward	  it,	  barely	  keeping	  the	  towel	  in	  tow.	  It	  takes	  me	  three	  goes	  to	  connect	  my	  tremulous	  fingertip	  with	  the	  right	  buttons:	  0-­‐0-­‐0-­‐0-­‐ENTER.	  Before	  the	  door	  even	  swings	  open	  I	  can	  feel	  the	  mocking	  emptiness.	  	  	   “Yeah…	  he	  took	  those,	  but	  he	  didn’t	  get	  this	  one.”	  She	  pulls	  a	  rumpled	  pack	  from	  her	  bra.	  “Smoke	  ‘em	  if	  you	  got	  ‘em.”	  	  	   She	  produces	  a	  plastic	  lighter	  from	  the	  folds	  of	  the	  bed	  and	  breathes	  her	  Roller	  to	  life.	  The	  time	  passes	  in	  agonizing	  silence	  punctuated	  by	  the	  occasional	  contented	  exhalation.	  She’s	  standing	  now.	  Her	  dress,	  once	  crumpled	  on	  the	  floor,	  primly	  clings	  to	  her	  curves	  when	  she	  pulls	  it	  on	  and	  I	  still	  haven’t	  moved.	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   She	  strides	  over,	  trailing	  a	  gentle	  plume.	  “You	  really	  don’t	  remember	  me,	  do	  you?	  Poor	  old	  boy.”	  She	  kneels	  down	  and	  takes	  the	  final	  pull,	  so	  close	  I	  can	  hear	  it	  crackle.	  She	  takes	  me	  on	  the	  floor,	  but	  not	  in	  so	  many	  movements.	  There	  is	  no	  tearing	  of	  the	  clothes;	  no	  fumbling	  of	  belts;	  no	  grunts,	  gasps,	  or	  arches;	  there	  is	  only	  her	  lips	  against	  mine	  and	  an	  exchange	  of	  white	  warmth	  sidling	  from	  her	  mouth	  to	  my	  lungs.	  Gently,	  slowly,	  I	  caress	  it	  in	  my	  mouth,	  exploring	  the	  hazy	  contours	  with	  my	  tongue,	  lost	  in	  the	  ecstasy	  of	  a	  clouded	  mind.	  	  Then	  it’s	  over.	  	  She	  stands	  and	  says,	  “It’s	  D-­‐Day,	  baby.	  Smoke	  up,”	  before	  flicking	  the	  smoldering	  husk	  at	  my	  damp	  leg.	  	  	  I	  try	  to	  hold	  the	  last	  wisps	  in	  my	  lungs	  until	  the	  world	  ends,	  but	  it’s	  about	  fifteen	  seconds	  until	  I’m	  forced	  to	  exhale.	  The	  letter	  is	  still	  in	  my	  hands	  and	  she	  suggests	  I	  open	  it,	  but	  before	  I	  can	  get	  a	  word	  in	  edgewise,	  she’s	  gone,	  the	  door	  a	  finality	  in	  its	  heavy	  slam.	  	  The	  paper	  is	  weightless	  in	  my	  hand,	  insubstantial.	  My	  fingers	  raise	  to	  my	  lips,	  a	  simulacrum	  of	  smoking	  and	  the	  urge	  for	  another	  is	  all-­‐consuming.	  There’s	  a	  dull	  pain	  and	  I	  reach	  down	  to	  remove	  the	  still-­‐hot	  stub	  from	  my	  calf.	  As	  the	  filter	  continues	  to	  burn,	  the	  numbers	  appear	  one	  at	  a	  time:	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